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JA N IC E S H O U T E D A N D LEAPT o ff the chair w hen we
knocked over the Christmas tree. She covered her m outh and
nose the way you do and hopped around and turned red and had
her next whiskey straight and all that, but I just stood there. I’m
not the kind o f guy w ho’s surprised by failure.
It was spectacular, though. Leaning tree, m oving falling tree,
bulb dust and the clinking jarring sound, the shepherds and an
gels all impaled upon their own various pointy aspects. The bulbs
with dates on them, flattened or gashed; the one with the picture
o f Janice’s parents, destroyed; the caramel corn I’d gotten at the
party store, the paper dips we’d strung up, the string o f pepper
mint lifesavers, all smashed. It would’ve been nice to have been
surprised.
Later that night, Christmas Eve, we lay on the floor near where
the tree had landed, facing each other on our sides, bracing against
the-spinning we felt from the drink. Janice smoothed the hair on
my neck and sighed to me over and over. She had one o f her legs
poked between mine, pushing my calves apart. And it kept go
ing onto the floor behind me.
Some o f the smashed stuff, what we hadn’t had the heart to
throw out, lay in a solemn circle on the floor near the tree. This
included Janice’s parents, a headless glass angel, the nicer stuff.
Were we going to have it repaired? The unbroken stuff was on
my window seat—-mostly paper clips. Then Janice asked me to
marry her.
O n my stereo was Bing Crosby who was so very competent,
I thought. It was ridiculous, him at our apartm ent on a holiday.
My shoes were on and their weight dragged me toward the core
o f the Earth.
“Yes,” I said, because in my drunkenness I was sure Janice
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spoke some language in which “yes” meant, We are lying near
caramel corn, neither o f us will marry anyone.”
My body, I knew, was the pungent carcass o f a polar bear
she’d slit open and had crawled into to keep from freezing to
death.
For Christmas dinner, Janice s parents made roast beef, big
and dry, with no seasoning or even a sprig o f parsley- Earlier,
first thing almost, on the 90-minute drive up to Grayling, Janice
had said she’d been just talking, as far as that proposal went. I
shouldn’t take it seriously. Janice’s parents gave each other very
nice gifts for household duties— an electric drill, a pizza stone.
For Janice, two self-help books, plus a fantastic wool sweater.
They got me a gift certificate for Sam Goody’s, which was a bit
wrong, since I owned a record store. They’d thought I collected
music, rather than selling it.
I spent dinner adding gravy and salt and pepper, then dried
the dishes Janice handed me with a grin, and then we sat down in
the living room. I shared a love seat with Janice; her dad filled a
rocking chair and looked at the place where ceiling and wall met.
H er mom was on the sofa. Around us were cases, amber col
ored and made o f pine, cases and cases. One held antique-look
ing hardcover books that appeared to be on subjects everyone
assumes are interesting to someone else. There were a few newer,
paperback ones with aqua cursive on the spine, self-help. The
other cases held decorative china, very nice pens, and animals
carved from wood. Both o f her parents made the latter.
We didn’t converse, even though it was Christmas. Outside
were six, maybe seven snowflakes. We each trained our eyes on
something different, saying, “Yes, this point o f focus is the right
one for me, it is what I need to think my thoughts,’ and it was
warm, and we did think. The wooden animals were bears, turtles,
a wolf I knew there was mathematically no chance o f anyone or
anything harming me at that moment.
I knew that at that instant, Christmas or not, some men were
doing wild and dark things. Things that took courage and acu
men. Maybe they were stealing cars or dumping the bodies o f
the other gang’s men into a river, or measuring ingredients to
build bombs. They were jetting to Turkey to retrieve valuable
jewels, or slashing through tropical underbrush in search o f elu8
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sive drug lords. Somewhere, someone was meticulously casing a
house; someone was skillfully lifting a sliding glass door from its
track, but it wasn’t this house they were trying to get into. I knew
that.
I could feel these violent men, I could see their unshaven
faces, and I knew more clearly than anything, they had no idea
I’d ever existed. They wouldn’t be able to find this living room
with its pine cases o f china if they had a map. And I guess I
wanted them to.
I wanted to meet them, the people who seep into the outside
world only at night, who others fear and read about, but never
see, or know when they do. I knew I couldn’t be one, couldn’t
just choose. I knew even if I found them I w ouldn’t fit in. If I
went to their meetings, trying to join, they’d laugh and laugh. I
figured this living room was about as far as I was going to get. I
was having roast beef and gravy while these men were chomping
on lobster tails and tossing back im ported gin from highball
glasses or washing down roasted yak with grappa from animal
skins. I f they were lucky, they knew the guy they lolled was cow
ardly and irrational and to feel the knife entering his insubstan
tial flesh was like giving birth to a supernova.
W hen the snow really started to come down Janice and I
wanted to walk in it, while her parents did whatever they did
when we weren’t around, which was likely to bear considerable
resemblance to what they did when we were.
The snow was feathery and warm, ceasing to exist the m o
m ent it touched our red skin. We walked past great skeletons o f
trees and ditches filled with what had once been grass, but was
now brown, frozen tangles. We held hands, and I felt the blood
flush into Janice’s palms, tablespoons at a time, warm and loyal.
“Maybe we could get married,” Janice said, somewhere during
all o f this. “I think we should,” she said, gazing at the gravel in
front o f us the way her parents gazed at their shag carpet.
She was twenty-nine and divorced for seven years. The other
guy had cheated on her, had fathered a child with the other
woman, and was now married to her. Once, Janice had seen the
kid in the newspaper, a human interest photo, the kid sticking his
tongue out in exertion, trying to hit a ball with a fat, red whiffle
bat. Janice’s ex, presumably, was just outside the frame, but I
Fall 2000
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think the kid him self was w hat got to her. I think she consid
ered him hers, biologically, and felt he’d been snatched away. I
m yself have never been m arried. A nd I haven’t rem ained friends
w ith any o f the w om en I’ve dated.
“I think w e’ll hold each other together,” Janice said, vacantly.
The snow was piling up in our hair. “ I think we’re b oth glue,”
she said. I guessed that glue and glue m ade paste. B ut p ro o f
that we w ouldn’t hold each other together was the fact she’d m ade
the colossal mistake o f characterizing me as glue. O r was she
suggesting I becom e that way?
“It’s an idea,” I said, trying to stand on the positive end o f
m iddle ground. “We are already living together.”
“Well, I think we should,” she said. A nd we walked, and it
snowed. And then, she turned and looked at m e, tilting her head
to announce she was looking for an answer, som ething definite.
W hich seemed to imply I could answer w ith a look, or w ith body
language.
So I shrugged. A nd I slapped the snow o ff my hair, bending
dow n and shaking my head. O ne problem was that for the last
twenty-two m onths, I ’d been dating janice (living w ith her for
five, on-and-off) largely under the pretense that she was Molly
Kershow, a girl I’d know n as an adolescent. Is it n o t true that
there are only eight or nine possible hum an faces, and while there
could be variations, there are m any copies o f identical ones cir
culating around the world? So, Molly and Janice have the same
face, to an extent. Same sucked-in cheeks, dusting o f peach fuzz
on die jaw line, very aware blue eyes, eyes that overw helm the
rest. Pursed pink lips. An agitated face, perhaps, b u t certainly a
lovely one. Both o f them.
T here are differences. I m ean, the degrees o f all these char
acteristics are different, and if you w ant to get technical about it,
probably none are truly the same, b u t the overall effect is diat I
tended to forget Janice w asn’t Molly, and som etim es projected
the latter’s personality onto the form er. A nd even w hen I did
acknowledge Janice’s autonom y, it was im possible to lose the
shadow o f my childhood. I kept thinking she’d reveal h erself as
Molly, here to check up on me, and m ore and m ore, it was b e
com ing a letdow n she didn’t.
Molly was a neighbor, a couple o f years older than me. Like
10
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Janice, she was tall, and especially seem ed that way w hen we hung
ou t the m ost, in the years w hen girls are taller even than boys
their ow n age. She was w ide-hipped and big-boned, w ith thick,
dirty-blonde hair. H e r voice was textured, ten layers deep, sm oky
and raspy yet hushed. A nd she was bad. O r an early-bloom er in
teenage m alfeasance anyway. We becam e friends soon after she
m oved in dow n the street. We’d hang ou t in her basem ent with
its blue carpeting and always-chugging washing m achine, the kind
that on the spin cycle rattles secret points deep w ithin the walls.
H e r parents liked to entertain, to play R ook or Bridge o r stand
around w ith toothpicks full o f salami and cheddar, so Molly and
I felt rather at liberty dow n there.
I’d know n her maybe a m onth w hen she introduced m e to a
gam e called “Sell Your Soul to the D evil.” It was a great gam e,
b u t one that shocked m e to the core at first. It was very simple.
T he M ortal, as M olly term ed it, w ould sell his soul to the D evil,
played, o f course, by the other person, and in return the Devil
w ould give the soulless his m ost-entitled-to pleasure o f choice.
Molly was a big reader o f archetypal tales and the Devil buying
your soul was her favorite.
T he assum ption, o f course, is that I asked for blow jobs w hen
it was my turn, and while I m ust plead guilty, it w asn’t that way at
first. T he first time, I asked for her “My Sharonna” 45, thinking
that was really pushing things. Molly was older and I d idn’t know
w hat realm we were supposed to dwell in. She laughed her saliva
onto my face and m ade good w ith die record. T hen it was her
tu rn and she slipped my trem bling hand inside her tee-shirt and
led lt-had to lead it— up to her breasts. I w orshipfully explored
the soft, small points, w hich were at the m om ent, die m eaning
o f life, and tried to recall if she had my soul o r if I had hers.
T h a t sum m er I lived w ithout a soul and walked w ith an easy
swagger, chin raised, head high. Molly w ould look over at me
w hen we were w ith odiers w ho had no inkling o f w hat we did in
the basem ent, w ink and say, “ I ’ve g o t your soul.” I was supposed
to feel doom ed w hen she did this, b u t I did not. I felt satisfied
and sexually advanced and very, very successful in life. I h ad n ’t
felt my soul go anywhere and probably suspected even then that
a soul was simply a m arketing term dream ed up by those w ho
w ould sell you Nikes.
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Janice and I took a break, that month, from talking about
marriage. It just didn’t come up. But it was there. O h, it was
there. It was there before the new year had even begun, in the
way Janice gobbled up both o f her gift self-help books the day
after Christmas, in the way she began rummaging for hobbies to
fill the void o f our unbearable status quo. O n New Year’s Day
she began reading up on gourm et cooking (with a focus on crus
taceans), leather craft and the raising o f ferrets. Early in the
month she decided to go back to the French horn, which she’d
played in the sixth through ninth grade.
H er teacher was a guy named Edwin, thin and catlike, midthirties, with a face that wouldn’t be changed after a weekend
away when he’d forgotten his razor. Edwin was the kind o f guy
who would teach the French horn, or the molding o f wildlife
from cream cheese, or how to properly watch a television show.
Conveniently, he taught her on the same two nights a week as I’d
been regularly taking classes at the local tavern on playing an
entire game o f billiards without ever being able to tell someone,
if they were to ask, w hether you were stripes or solids.
When I came home the night o f Janice’s second lesson, it
was just Edwin in the living room. From the kitchen I could
hear the tinny clankings o f something no less delicate than tea
service. In life, I rarely have tea, and when it is around, I know
its falsely polite tinklings. Janice’s horn sat centered on the last
cushion o f the sofa, and Edwin was fingering my LP collection.
“H ope you don’t mind my nosiness,” Edwin said. His lips,
on his narrow face, pinched his words out. It was the strained
yet utterly aloof voice o f someone reclined in an easy chair. I
took my jacket o ff and sat it on the window seat where a few
paper clips remained. I heard the ground swell o f boiling water
from the other side o f the door and Janice called “Jim, is that
you?” which caused me to fear the possibility that many black
turtle-necked fruitcakes had been invited for tea and LP snooping.
“Well,” Edwin said, thwacking his fingers together to rid them,
it seemed, o f the silt from my unclassical material, “I admire
your completist approach.” My record collection took up three
bookcases and all the cabinets o f the entertainment center, and

12
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ran the baseboards o f two walls. Edwin was in front o f the
bookshelves.
“W hat do you mean?” I asked, not because I didn’t under
stand his comment, but because from the m om ent I’d laid eyes
on the guy I’d felt an itch to ask that question.
“N ot only do you have so much o f each group but you seem
to have an encyclopedia, o f — well, people used to call it 'col
lege rock,’ right?”
He was referring to the dB’s, The Pretenders, Television, and
the rest o f my collection which didn’t stray very far from those.
I liked w hat I liked, and I liked it on LP because records are the
only form at that, with time, leave their imprint on the packaging.
“But no longer,” I answered, not liking my records thought
about by Edwin.
“Yeah, it’s really impressive that you have such a huge cata
logue o f one genre. Janice told me you run a record store.”
She came in with a tray I’d never seen before, which held a
silver tea pot and cups and saucers and three bags o f tea. She sat
this on the coffee table and stood next to Edwin, peering at me
for my conversation. She was trying to rediscover me through
the eyes o f her guest. So many people in my life have done this
that I’ve learned to avoid meeting people through my friends.
“I’m so glad to have met someone who can help me with my
collection,” Edwin said, smiling with arms crossed. “My popu
lar music collection, that is. I’m very particular. I don’t buy
things just to have them, not with popular. I’m trying to sort o f
lay out a good encyclopedia o f all o f it, with best representations
o f each subset. I have hardly any o f this kind o f stuff,” he said,
waving toward my stash, Janice following his arm. “I have R&B
and Soul and Easy Listening and Country, Top 40, psychedelic
Rock, Rap, Reggae. I love it all. But I think that to really dig into
one like you’ve done, and really understand it is so admirable. I
just have to find a kind I like enough. I can’t deny all the rest.”
I wanted Edwin to back up an inch or two, out o f my per
sonal space, which I defined at that m om ent as a radius o f two
feet around me. But he didn’t move, not even when Janice sat on
the couch, where her French horn had just been, and started
laying out the tea service and pouring. H e kept talking about
what makes Grand Master Flash more 'expressive o f urban life’
Fall 2000
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than Run-D.M.C. and therefore foe featured rap piece in his little
music museum. I finally just moved, heading for foe couch, but
realized that was even worse, so I spun dizzily and walked into
foe bedroom, my back turned on Edwin’s promises o f dropping
by foe store sometime.
The tea became a regular cap to their lessons. I’d usually
come in around foe time they’d be finishing up with simple scales,
some tuning o f foe instrument so it would be ready to go next
time. Notes would warble in their muffled French horn way. So
subtle and refined. I imagined Edwin spouting o ff on ways in
which foe French horn is expressive o f suburban nerdy tea-sipping life. Janice would have feet flat on foe floor, playing pos
ture, but Edwin would invariably sit sideways on foe couch, fac
ing her, hand on chin, one leg tucked under him so what greeted
me was foe sole o f his left foot. He specialized in navy blue
socks: foe same brand but different pair, I could tell, by foe de
gree to which they were threadbare near foe heel.
I’d wave to them, or maybe not, and pad o ff to foe little
kitchen for a sandwich, hoping, hoping, there would be some
lunch meat. N ot long after, it would be tea time. Janice would
come in and exchange pleasantries with me and pull from foe
cupboard foe teapot and foe tray and service and burgundy linen
napkins she’d apparently gotten for foe occasion, I’d stay in foe
kitchen while they sipped their tea, and staged, with someone to
overhear them, an exhibition o f spirited conversation. They
chatted on dog breeds and Edwin’s Pomeranian, Fizzy, and foe
tricks it could do and foe big trip Janice had taken to Hawaii with
some girlfriends when she was nineteen; and volcanoes— which
were biggest, which were hottest— and fettuccine and mostaccioli
and alfredo sauce and pesto sauce and pine nuts, which you can
never get anywhere. When Janice would say something interest
ing or cute foe air would be jack-hammered by Edwin’s laugh, a
true foahahaha’ that wiggled fast and hard into my spine. He
would claim, every ten minutes or so, it was about time to get
going but it would be hours before it would be safe for me to
come back in and relax with a drink and a Television record.
They’d try to wrangle me into foe conversation whenever I’d cut
a narrow slice from kitchen to stairwell, but I wasn’t able to par
ticipate.
14
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Molly and I had this movie. O r a script anyway; we didn’t
have a camera. Those were the days before camcorders, when
only people who really made movies owned cameras. Every few
days we’d add to it, one o f us coming home from school with an
inspiration to rapidly pitch to the other. Actually, it was Molly
who came home inspired much more often. She was the chief
creative force. The title was, Kincaid’s Happy and Miserable Life.
This was conceived not long after the Devil game. There was
this guy named Kincaid, who quit his job in Australia as fire
chief due to complications which involved his sleeping widi some
official’s wife, and went to London, where he got lost. We saw
Kincaid as a rust-haired, portly man who was a good enough
sport but who knew when enough was enough. When the sevenfoot man, for example, reached his arm up the subway steps and
snatched Kincaid’s umbrella, our protagonist dashed through the
subway until he found the thief, who had slipped on— not a
banana peel, o f all cliches— but an orange peel, at which time he
reclaimed his umbrella, and proceeded to strike the man just once,
in the small o f his back, before calmly walking away. To map this
scene out for feasibility, which we did with many scenes, Molly
and I ran through it in her basement, I, o f course, playing Mr.
Tall, and Molly actually hitting me with her dad’s umbrella.
January in Michigan is a month o f blankness. A white and
buried, very, very cold month. It isn’t a great m onth for record
sellers, because, while the oppressive weather does cause people
to crave entertainment, it also keeps diem from opening their
front door and daring to punch a footprint in the snow on their
porch.
I spent the days o f that month inside my steamed-over igloo
o f a record store, fists planted on die counter, listening, over and
over, to the dB’s, Television, Richard Thom pson, one long guitar
riff, thirty-one days in duration. Those customers who did present
themselves would feel, from the music I played, that they weren’t
supposed to like what they’d come in for, but they would find I
didn’t stock it anyway.
Janice had her tuba lessons, or whatever the instrument was,
and I began to develop a hobby o f my own. I thought o f the
Devil. The real, adult Devil, black rather than red, a real former
Lucifer, with a sunken gray forehead. I thought o f selling my
Fail 2000
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soul for the ridiculous, easy pleasure you were supposed to get in
return. What I wanted was a woman. Someone different than
Janice.
It wasn’t that Janice had put me in the doldrums I was in, and
it wasn’t that I’d be out of them if not for her. Not by myself.
But with another woman. While I wanted to align myself with
some evil and thrilling force, some component o f it had to be
female. I wanted of course, a beautiful, trampy woman, very
curvaceous, who smelled of lipstick and nicotine. But mostly I
wanted a woman who would shake me by the lapels. One who
stole jewelry or counterfeited money; one who’d sold nude pho
tographs she’d taken o f herself; one who would climb into a
dumpster for a stylish end table or scarf. One who would make
me sell the record store, who would lead me to Europe or China.
And leave me there. Lose me and free me up for the next one
who would be even more bizarre.
Can I tell you that by the middle of the month I was begin
ning to feel stood up? I figured if you actually wanted to sell
your soul, the Devil would come in a flash. It wasn’t such a good
gig. In the tales the subject was always a farmer, a good Christian
man, thoroughly unsuspecting. Sure, he eventually warmed to
Old Scratch’s proposal, but at first he was revolted. The visit
was the last thing he wanted. He had other things to do. I am
not a man who measures well against the stuff o f time-honored
tales. No sir. I felt that the Devil should give me a break. My
soul was perfectly fine. We’re not talking hearts, here, and my
soul was good enough for the Devil.
We went ice skating, Janice and Edwin and me. That was
how the coach made the lineup. I’d invited Janice, had decided
that, while the crimson landlord of the nether region would even
tually come through with an exotic tart for my having, it wouldn’t
be a bad idea to try to be hospitable to the one I was with. It was
nearly a month into her lessons with her teacher, and they’d be
come fast friends. H e’d told her the day before I conceived of
our ice picnic that he hadn’t gone skating in ages, so Janice in
sisted, when I broached the topic, he be tugged along.
His skating attire consisted of a furry gray hat with the rect
angular, wrap-around earflaps, a fleece jacket over a wool sweater
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and since it was one o f the three-hundred-sixty-five days o f the
year, a black turtleneck. H e had hockey skates.
The sun was present that day, though squirm ing toward us
through a sheet o f Reynolds wrap. It wasn’t enough to raise the
temperature into double digits. The ice was gritty, the kind that
rolls your knees in their sockets but keeps you standing. And
thick. You could drop a garage on this ice w ithout it falling
through. The only other patrons o f the lake were two young
kids, seemingly brother and sister, whose parents had no prefer
ence as to whether they lived or died. W hen we arrived, the boy
was sitting in the center o f the lake, the girl behind him, pushing
him in circles by his shoulders, every so often slipping and flop
ping into his back and strangling him to keep from hitting the
ice. All around the periphery were fishing shanties that had prob
ably been in use earlier that morning.
“I want to perfect skating backwards,’’Janice said in a dreamy
voice which made it clear she’d been screwing Edwin.
“Then you will,” Edwin said. “Thy will be done,” he added
with a flourish o f his arms.
“O n Earth as it is in Heaven,” Janice answered with a laugh.
So they were saying things that really made no sense but which
made dear emotional connections due to the sub-linguistic level
they were operating on. Shameless. Right in front o f the notengaged-to guy.
We sat on a bench and put on our skates, Edwin breathing
hard already from high up in his m outh, his cheek bones. The
kids were yelling nonsense with their hands cupped like mega
phones. I was first on with my blades and I slipped onto the ice,
pushing very slowly out several feet. It was my first time that
season, and it felt good. Skating has always been a strong suit o f
mine. W hen I was a kid a neighbor and I would race each other,
one hand resting on our belts in back, one swinging. I usually
won, but it was just the feeling, the glide. Something about the
side-to-side m otion o f your thighs, the way it leads you forward,
is one o f life’s tiny satisfactions.
I got the blood running, zagging back and forth at a decent
clip, trying to cut diagonally against the grain o f the obstinate
ice. Edwin complimented me earnestly on my technique as he
scraped onto the lake, along with Janice.
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“It’s just that if I fall, I want it to be frontwards,” Janice said,
beginning to slowly glide. “I’m going to try that thing you showed
me last year,” she called to me, louder than necessary since I was
only ten or twelve feet away. “The thing with the right foot.”
“Oh, I plan to use both my feet,” Edwin said with a giant
smile and red face. He. eyed the ice suspiciously, mincing for
ward but not really skating.
I skated up to Janice and took her hand. We went a few feet
together and then I turned to face her, so that I was going back
wards, Janice watching the way I would swish my right foot di
agonally toward my left, using it as a rudder. And then we turned
around, Janice going backwards. We headed toward the sun and
the center o f the lake and the kids, who seemed to be leaving,
hitchhiking to Colorado where there would be a better life for
them. Janice fell very quickly, with an embarrassing thud, my
reach toward her not in time. She jumped up fast, laughing,
reddening. We stopped and got going again, me facing back
ward. I looked at Edwin who was loping along with one arm out
to the side, looking at his feet. Why did I think he’d be doing
pirouettes by day’s end?
Janice was wearing old blue jeans with long johns underneath,
and by the fourth or fifth fall I was permanently wincing. She’d
sliced two holes in the ass o f her pants, was relying on the wellintentioned cotton o f the thermals, and the future didn’t bode
well. She only fell when going backwards, and wouldn’t be con
vinced to stop trying. She was beginning to set her jaw hard—
she only laughed the first time she fell. Each time after that she’d
exhale hard and jump up and grab my hands firmly and start
again. She’d get going faster. But by the fifth time she was ready
for a break.
Edwin said he admired Janice for trying to skate backwards,
trying and falling. And I agreed with him. I admired her too. I
admired this woman who was coming into my office, showing
me a new type o f rolodex. Whoever she was, she was great, right
then, and if I hadn’t have been me, I would’ve gotten to know
her. Edwin began humming. Janice yawned and swam her arms
back and up as if to put them around both Edwin and me but let
them fall on the bench instead.
“Well, you’ve come a long way since you were six,” el maestro
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said to Janice, with a little puffy sound. I looked at the kids
gliding across the ice, the girl standing on the boy’s head, though
they’d left a few minutes before. I assumed Edw in’s remark had
no meaning and would please Janice greatly.
“ Since I was six,” she said.
“Janice told me the jungle gym story,” Edwin said to me con
fidentially.
Oh. Well she told me the finger puppet story.
“ She’s sure come a long way. N ot that you should’ve done
anything different then, Janice. W hat do you think, Jim ?”
I think about the devil. A bout the devil and exotic, dangerous
women and that is all. And you?
“O h, maybe I haven’t told you the story,” Janice said, rubbing
her neck. “Have I ?”
“I don’t think so,” I answered.
“O h, what a riveting story,” Edwin said, sounding like the
one w ho’d known her longer. His voice didn’t reveal an under
standing o f the irony in this.
“It’s a sad story,” Janice replied, “Maybe you should tell it,
Edwin. You’re a better storyteller than me.”
The kids w ho’d been with us on the ice were now grown and
had a landscaping business. The boy was afraid o f the riding
mower because once it had tipped over on him.
“Well, you know I’d love to,” Edwin said, telling the truth,
“but I think it has to come from the source.”
The heat in my body was ebbing away. My knees began to
tremble.
“ O K , O K ,” Janice said, exhaling. “ So, I was six years old and
we had tins jungle gym. It’s not that thrilling a story, really. It
was this jungle gym and the bars were probably six feet o ff the
ground, and I wanted to cross them. Or, how I think it went
was, I could cross them, but I had to put both hands on each bar
when I was doing it and I wanted to get to where I could really
swing across, you know.”
I could see, or was it feel, Edwin nodding to nearly every
syllable o f Janice’s story.
“But it was really awkward, that m otion, you know, o f letting
go with one hand and knowing die other one had to do all the
work. So on the second bar, I froze. I got so both arms were on
Fall 2000

19

the bar, and o f course, my feet were way o ff the ground, and I
just froze there.
“I couldn’t think o f the motion, couldn’t really picture my
self having only one arm on the next bar, I was sure I’d fall, and
it felt like such a long way down.”
“My God,’ Edwin said, thoroughly shocked by this story he’d
heard before.
“So I just hung there,” Janice said. “I just hung there, arms
stretched out, until they got sore and I wondered if I was going
to spend the night there and I just started screaming and scream
ing until my mom came out and grabbed me. Fortunately, she
didn’t make a big deal out o f it one way or another. You know,
she didn’t panic from my screaming, but I don’t think she called
all the relatives and told them how funny it was, either. She was
perfect.”
It seemed the story had reached its conclusion. The land
scaping kids were dumping wood chips on the lawn o f Diana
and I (Diana being the one who never takes o ff her black trench
coat, beneath which are stolen diamonds), not knowing we were
planning to move to Hungary the next evening w ithout paying.
“That’s such a story,” Edwin the Gallant said. “You’ve come a
long way. And you’ve got two holes in your pants to prove it.”
He chuckled and patted her thigh. Go ahead. “You’ve gotten
very gutsy. Trying to get back to a musical instrum ent is gutsy.”
I
was going to raise my arm to pat Janice’s shoulder, but I
didn’t, letting the awkwardness o f the angle, the way her shoul
der was cocked from her arm being on the bench deter me. The
wind was sliding inside the neck o f my sweatshirt, thrumming
the plates o f bone in my chest
“You know what, though,” Edwin said, “I was thinking. Per
haps it was more gutsy for you to hang on. I mean, the more
you— didn’t you wonder, the longer it got before your mom
showed up, if maybe she was in the shower, perhaps, and just
couldn’t hear you?”
“It seemed like hours,” Janice answered. “I hung there for
probably thirty seconds before screaming my head o ff and Mom
showed up, I don’t know, less than twenty seconds after that.”
She laughed and pulled her right arm up over the back o f the
bench to push the hair o ff her forehead. The wind forced some
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o f it back down, and she flicked this away with graceful impa
tience.
“Yeah, I think you wanted it to end any way other than you
falling. So you had to tough it out, and it was gutsier that way.
Your mom just plucked you gracefully, like a mom, so you didn’t
fall.”
I didn’t like listening to this guy’s drivel. I ordered the land
scapes into the kitchen to grab me a soda. I cracked the blades
o f my skates onto the grass. A strange thing happened then.
Janice stood up and walked to the lake, as though Edwin and
I weren’t even there. I guess both o f us must’ve thought she was
going to try skating backwards again, to confirm his claims o f
her gutsiness, but she didn’t. That was the strange thing.
There was me, and then Edwin, two feet from me, on the
green bench, whose paint was brittle, some little chips pointing
skyward. And there was Janice, with holes in her jeans, and she
slipped dreamily onto the ice and glided straight toward the cen
ter o f the lake, getting so much momentum, so much distance
from each patient whoosh o f her legs. She wanted Edwin and I
together, alone, on the bench.
“There skates a great French horn player,” Edwin said, eye
brows raised.
Janice turned to sweep toward the far arc o f the lake.
‘Yep,” I said, mulling over what Edwin had said about Janice’s
hanging on, wanting it to end any other way than falling. I thought
about what may have gone on in Janice’s mind, in real terms,
during the incident. I wondered if what he had said made sense
that way.
“Janice and I are soul-mates,” Edwin said dreamily, but not
absently. He followed her with his eyes, though his mind was
gazing straight into my face. He held his palm flat on his chin.
Interesting, the way my brain works. I didn’t bat an eye at the
comment, occupied instead with what he’d said earlier about Janice
hanging on. I concluded it was far from drivel. He was right.
He was right about Janice, that she was tough, that hanging on is
tough, because it requires faith in something to hang on for.
And then there was the soul-mate thing. Imagine Edwin feel
ing, with any other guy on Earth, that he could get away with a
comment like that. How gravely I’d failed as an entity. How did
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he know that while I would feel that required shadow o f jeal
ousy, I’d ultimately sit paralyzed for as many months as it took
him to steal her from me?
We fell silent and watched Janice make a lazy, satisfied loop
around the big, big lake. No wave when she went in front o f us.
Sometimes, when it was my turn to sell my soul, Molly wouldn’t
be up for the perversion I had in mind, so I’d miss out. She’d
come up with something else, something she was in the mood
for. What Molly said went. And I never complained. Instead I
honed my impression o f Horshack from ‘Welcome Back Kotter,”
and read Lord o f the Rings to keep myself worthy o f her atten
tion. I was her pet collie. I admired her story-making ability and
her husky voice; her resolute manner, her strength and dignity,
her down-to-earthness. She could brim with enthusiasm at times,
crackling with creative or emotional force, eyes ablaze as she told
me what kind o f first female president she’d be, or what kind o f
mother. But she was never ditzy or happy-go-lucky. There wasn’t
a false bone in her body. I don’t know if I’ve ever loved since
then, but no one has replaced Molly. If you were to ask me if I
loved Janice, it would be honest for me to say no, but more hon
est for me to say I didn’t understand the question.
The week after our skating expedition, Edwin kept coming
over. He gave janice extra lessons and wiped up the Chess board
with me and turned Janice on to a bootleg o f Smoky Robinson
in japan, 1966. One night when I came home they were fistdeep in vegetarian meat, making very odd burntos. Janice was
singing I Second That Emotion. Edwin was fun, if thoroughly en
closed in bubble-wrap, and janice was having a ball. She sang
Smoky all week, usually the line ‘I do believe that that would only
break my heart.’ Sometimes I’d hear just the words ‘do believe’
looping out from under the bathroom door, or from the kitchen.
I became a big fan o f Edwin’s. He took a considerable load
off my shoulders, making janice happy. And, really, he created
an atmosphere o f life and enthusiasm in our place. He made it
easier for me to decide to leave Janice. I did want her to be loved.
I figured pretty soon I’d pack up and take off. I just liked hang
ing around seeing her and Edwin together, to hear her singing
Motown.
O n Saturday, Edwin was in Lansing visiting his mother, and
Janice and I went skating. She tried going backwards again and
did improve, did start skating without holding on to me. SomeFaU 2000

times she’d make it forty feet confidently, before getting a fright
ened look in her eye and turning back around. She couldn’t do
anything but a straight sprint. Changing direction, completing
arcs, was impossible. She would usually dump it there, tearing
more holes in her jeans. She ended the bitter, snowy afternoon
by flying berserk at top speed, failing over and over, collecting as
many bruises as she’d gotten the week before.
That night I wanted to make love but Janice was too sore
from the skating. We lay in bed, me naked, her wearing just an
oversized Grateful Dead tee-shirt I’d rescued from the store years
ago. It wasn’t long after she began trying to appease me with her
hand that she turned into Molly Kershow. N ot a look-alike, but
her, a her that knew Janice, and my life, and had come back to be
with me. My eyes were closed and Molly was giving me a hand
job again, and it was wonderful. I wondered, fleetmgly, where
Janice was and what she was doing. Above me, dozens and doz
ens o f angelic devils played their red harps. The bed was sponge
cake.
After I came, I said to Janice, who was Janice again, “I really
like Edwin, I think he should come over even more than he does.”
The furnace kicked on, and we could feel the billowing air from
the register beneath the bed. Outside, cars tried to stop but it
was too icy.
“H e’s taking me out to dinner tomorrow night,” Janice said
quietly, but not timidly. “We love each other.”
A few days later, I moved out. I stayed with my brother for a
week or two before getting a small apartment by the river, above
a dry cleaner’s. As Winter oozed into Spring, I would drift to
sleep to the comforting smell o f steam and freshly laundered
cotton. I still played billiards, listened to records late into the
night, and waited for the Devil to appear. For a while, living
alone was a pleasant novelty. I could indulge in my hobby o f
stretching out on the couch at sunset, watching the room grow
dark, seeing the birth and death o f shadows. Janice had always
turned lights on.
Sometimes it got lonely, but I usually found something. Once
in a while I would dash off a letter to Molly Kershow, not in
tending to mail it, o f course, not knowing her address or how to
get it. On good days I would tell her about my life, playing up
the ownership o f my business, putting my breakup with Janice
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in magnanimous and astute terms. But sometimes I’d ask her
why she had to begin recognizing the inadequacies brought on
by my youth and start dating guys her age; why she’d come into
my life so early; why I had peaked then. I wondered if she knew
the secret, knew about other women like her, where they were,
how to attract them, how everything worked.
A couple o f months ago, I did come close to getting what I
wanted from the Devil. I was at a hotel bar when a woman who
was attacking a Michelob with a friend smiled at me from her
table and came over to where I sat. She had high cheekbones
and dimples, and wore a sleeveless shirt with a web o f mesh
affording partial view o f her cleavage. She introduced herself
and said she was in town going ‘from point A to point B.’ She
said she was in either direct marketing or a traveling carnival.
She wrapped her hand around mine and said she was the hunch
backed bearded lady.
We slept together assiduously and wonderfully, and I thanked
the Devil, and hoped, hoped he heard me. The more I smelled
the odd and thrilling citrus something that seemed to come from
her hair, the more we rolled and laughed and pushed each other’s
backs into the mattress, the more I was sure I was about to be
introduced to a world o f adventure and depravity. And I was
willing to keep my part o f the bargain, whenever it would be
presented to me.
After we’d finished, she lay with her soft hair against my shoul
der, raking her fingernails up and down my arm. She told me she
had a rare talent which was that she could tell fortunes with the
numbers on a person’s credit card. H er voice was tentative, as
though she hoped that in addition to not falling for her scam, I
wouldn’t laugh aloud. I let her do it. I was either afraid o f what
the Devil might do to me if I didn’t, or I just thought I’d be
sporty. I reached over and took my Visa out o f its cracked plas
tic holder. She smelled o f tangerines and sweat and sex, and my
credit card smelled o f nothing. She told me one day I’d dream
up an invention that would earn a pile. A kitchen tool. And then
she left, without offering me a partnership in her scam, without
inviting me to join her at Point B.
It was great sex, a funny story. I neglected to cancel my ac
count until after she’d charged plane tickets to exotic Fort Wayne,
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Indiana. So the Devil turned out to be perhaps som ething o f a
thief, but certainly a chintz, a granter o f fleeting pleasures to
people w ho are three hundred dollars from their credit card limits
anyway.
Or, it was Janice who protruded. Janice, who, perhaps for the
first time, was decidedly un-Molly-Kershowian in my eyes, from
the very practicality o f her ballooned stomach. They were thum b
ing through the maternity rack, janice and Edwin.
“So, w hat haveyou two been doing lately,” was my overture o f
choice, light bulbs and m asking tape in hand. My legs were losing
their strength.
Edw in’s eyes bulged with his enorm ous, froggy smile. He
nearly yanked my arm from its shoulder shaking my hand; Janice
hugged me and kissed my cheek, apparently thanking me for hav
ing split so she could be with someone solid, could em bark on
som ething meaningful. I began to feel cold in the face. Edwin
held a can o f peanuts, Janice a sprawling white blouse with tur
quoise bunnies.
“You’ll have to teach our son the history o f rock and roll,”
Janice said sweetly. “We w ouldn’t trust anyone else.” She seemed
near crying.
I couldn’t answer. I didn’t even want to say I’d love to, or
som ething ineffectual, to acknowledge the very empty place I oc
cupied.
August’s heat has nearly burned itself out, and tonight I have
a date. She’s someone I m et while standing in the doorway o f my
shop, watching foot traffic and trying not to think o f Janice, Edwin
and the child who should be mine. The w om an’s name is Kim
and she bears no signs o f being dangerous or exotic. She wears
shell jewelry and denim dresses and has all o f John Fogerty’s solo
albums. W ho knows if it will go anywhere, but I know I need
someone like her, like Janice. T hat is my project for Autumn.
And then it will be D ecem ber, and another Christmas Eve. I
have an image, but it’s flimsy, and it disappears, and it’s one I have
to make more solid, to believe in. I see myself at the doorstep o f
the sweet, nurturing woman I’ll be with by then, real decorations
in hand, tinsel, shiny bulbs, wearing a sport coat, hair neatly
combed. I go in and we begin decorating the tree, both o f us
intending the dam n thing will be standing in the m orning and it
is, sparkling the way it was when we left it.
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L andscape W
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G et ty sb u r g A d d r e ss

1
For my responsibilities concluded with the burnt contract,
the signature salted in custody, the parchment collars
o f my judges turned up against shaved necks
and weak chins. When a heel wedges
in cobblestones we don’t yank up the street
or unpeel the city— but a little blood
is welcome in any field. The world will little note
nor long remember what we say here.
2
Scored nature dusts more truly in California, where seasons
resist old country heuristics. Which is to say
winter means rain or sun or heat, and fall
leaves leaves unscorched. I walked out o f jail
and selected my phenomena— tin sea, brick hill,
rubber skidmark, chrome roadkill, far above
our poor power to add or detract.

3
And the law is the weak will eat the strong,
if the strong are weak. Yesterday
I saw fat pigeons spearing together
through the fog. I sat on the park bench
contemplating freedom and the long legs
o f a woman standing staring at the water.
A man swept up and enfolded her from behind.
Did she cry? Are we rescued? Conceived in liberty,
dedicated to the proposition.
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4
Seven days now the air has been too palpable to move—
mornings our beds wet with night’s fevers. Some days death
comes marching through the grooming groves,
goes flying out o f schoolrooms on his endless
milk holiday. How many times we’ve sold out music.
How many desires we’ve
surrendered to glass, pitchfork,
and cloud, we can not hallow—
this ground.

5
Years suspended. The terms o f my parole are: no spitting,
no gouging, no begging. I am cowed, gratefully folded,
concealed under the hood
o f a Daimler-Chrysler-Chrysler-Benz.
Who looks for me in the ground, on the beach, in Hollywood?
Here am I. Who steals from me steals trash. Who steals
the proposition that all men are created equal
shall not perish from the earth.
6
Ago it was we fought the good fight.
Today’s for laundry and ducking
the cops. Let’s kill all the lawyers,
especially the melancholy one
who visited my cell, who offered me a bagel,
who sat there scratching with a steel nib
while I spilled my guts. Let no dead speak
for me hereafter. Let none arrest me
in my dash for the sea-chalk words
met on a great battle field of that war.

7
It is for us the living.
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A l t e r n a t iv e s
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h io

money’s no object: a business o f show
beckons when you’ve never been to Ohio
some dream the salt-frozen lake in the sky
they lie down cold in the bed o f the Ohio
train wheels flaking rust, diesel lungs set aglow
the hammered rails blinding death to Ohio
blood angels gesture on the roofs o f Venice
gondola lovers think not on Ohio
shuteye and snore, merrily we row
in river widow’s weeds dreaming Ohio
toward steel mills and fiberglass, bushels o f firethe tire yards, methane, pigsties o f Ohio
filthy wings made o f money: general snow
falls on industrial graves o f Ohio
sizzling voices in the pan o f a cloud
exclaim over silken hairs o f Ohio
suffer little children who sing as they go
to breathe black dust imported from Ohio
shipwrecked schools on the imperial shore
won’t name the capital o f Ohio

nights o f hot sugar, summer syrup flows
over expressionless cornrowed Ohio
ignominious churls, frowsiest girls
waltz in the asphalt ballrooms o f Ohio
an oar on my shoulder, I walk the floe
o f ice that carved the valley o f the Ohio
blouses drying on the roadsigns
a flaming sword lingers at the gates o f Ohio
stalled cities on the hill wave bye, adieu
what flows out is who knows best for Ohio
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L a n g u a g e W orks E x tr e m e l y W

ell

The language works extremely well.
When I say chest you club me
on the buttocks with your knives. When I say beard
you prick my knee with a truncheon.
When I say breast
you graze my lips with rope,
you marry me with stones.
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C o m p e n d iu m

RUBEN COULD BREAK burning boards with his head. He
loved the fact that from her bed they could see the rockety red
Safeway sign, but only the part that said Safe. The morning he
left for the circus he said her address out loud ten times, and
walked away with a hardness around his mouth that she took for
sadness. He was the karate clown.
Ruben had shown up for their first date with photos o f his
paintings, castles and tumultuous seascapes, and a sliver o f papery
old skin from his ball python Hermes. That night they drove
over bridges, and ended up walking the Berkeley campus, pass
ing a joint back and forth, her hand occasionally brushing against
the soft cuff o f Ruben’s jean jacket. It was where her parents
had met twenty-six years before, where she, as a baby strapped
to her mother’s chest, was tear-gassed in an anti-war demonstra
tion, her mother screaming at the police, “The world is watch
ing!” while news cameras caught it all.
Other times, after that, they’d go down to the water in his
pick-up and watch ragged houseboats float sluggishly past. When
it started to get dark they’d go to a Mexican restaurant nearby
and dance to the juke box, holding icy red margaritas away from
their bodies.
When Ruben left for the circus, the way she missed him was
sharp and gouging. Sometimes she’d suddenly get a taste o f him
in her mouth, a taste o f his salty, sand-colored skin.
But when he came back four weeks later, he told her, “You
don’t know what it’s like, being on die road for that long, doing
whatever you can to survive, never knowing what or how you’re
going to eat next.”
She pictured a van full o f emaciated clowns driving down the
interstate, fighting over food. A satiny gang o f orange and yel
low lurking creepily; rushing a convenience store, puffy arms
linked in a chain.
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The D rum m er’s lips were thin, but his front teeth had that
gap she liked, which was still growing, he told her, thanks to a
bad orthodontist. Across his eyelids lay a smattering o f freckles
like flung ash. He was in a band that played around. He talked
about some obscure political party he belonged to. She barely
heard the words: delegates, caucuses, canvassing. They kissed and
kissed. His hands stayed flat along the sides o f his body. She
lifted one to her mouth; she slipped it under her shirt. She watched
his tiny lips move.
They took special trips to health-food stores across town for
herbs, and then made tea.
Sometimes she was irritated by tilings he said. Once he used
the phrase homosocial relationship, and she snapped, “Wouldn’t it
be easier to just say ‘friend?’”
When she caught a cold she stayed in the D rum m er’s bed for
three days. He made her hot lemonade with honey. He kneaded
lotion that smelled like Christmas trees into her back. W hen he
finished, he lay down next to her and tapped out rhythms on her
arms.
After she was well he sent her home with a tape o f ambigu
ous love songs, and she played it over and over again, trying to
figure him out.
The Mesmerizer’s eyes were pilot-light blue. She lived with
him for one year and remembers nothing about him except the
eyes, and the fact that his father carved chess pieces out o f soap.
Afternoon Delight, he called himself, having been born at
4:17 PM on a Thursday. He had the lanky gait o f a model on a
runway. He collected styley old cars, perfect vintage clothes, and
exotic-looking girls. She wasn’t clear how she fit in. When he
came over at night they drank beer from tall silver cans, and threw
ivory dice against a wall. He read to her: Flannery O ’Connor
stories, his eyes teary at the end. But he was misinformed about
indifference, thinking it somehow captivating, and as a result he
answered her questions minutes later or never, which she found
extremely uncap tivating.
Chris had a soft, round belly like a newt. He was applying to
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graduate schools for biology, and studying for the GRE. Chris
and she screamed songs on his motorcycle, racing down the hills,
his hand reaching behind to squeeze her thigh. On Halloween
they both wore sunglasses to a party and were the blind leading
the blind.
They’d sit on her front porch at night and drink red wine out
o f thick coffee mugs. H e’d point to things in the sky. He knew
the names o f the birds they heard, by sound alone. She wanted
to teach him something, but there was nothing. He knew every
thing: how to dissect a frog without destroying any organs; how
to clean any stain from a carpet; how to take a picture without a
camera. Once, he held her hand and looked at her, and asked if
she believed the things he told her, and she nodded her head
yes—-yes, I believe— knowing he was talking about the times he’d
said he really, really liked her.
Bring out the Navajo, is what they would say, Steven told her,
when they were shooting the jeans commercial in which he was
about to appear. He was half Navajo and half Hungarian. Strang
ers told him he looked exotic.
Steven painted fabulous freaks: brutal Arizona cowboys,
sweaty televangelists, and chubby children dressed as movie stars.
They swung around his living room to Girlfrom Ipanema eleven
times. He told her she had the softest skin and asked if her other
boyfriends had appreciated her. She could tell he’d said this many
times. She left at seven the next morning, her head filled with
him. H e’d given her a blue, then yellow, bruise on her breast. For
days she could pull out her shirt and look down at the rainbow
o f colors, and when she pictured his mouth on her, she felt
swooning and light.
Darling— that was really his name— introduced himself at a
streetlight. He was five years younger than she, barely legal to
order a drink in a bar. He walked her home and waited outside
while she went up and got her dog, a boxer named Emma. They
walked some more, taking turns with the leash. Still, when she
thinks about him she smiles.
They were in her bedroom. She was sitting on a milk crate
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across from her desk, which had a mirror over it. There was a
candle burning on the window sill, the kind that is supposed to
somehow magically absorb cigarette smoke, because that night
she was prepared to smoke a lot.
Noah got mad when she said the part about just being friends.
“O h please,” he said. “As if we’ll be friends.”
She knew without looking that he was twisting a clump o f
dark hair around his fingers. She stared at her own hands and
remembered two things: the time they were camping, and run
ning through the woods came upon a swarming rush, both get
ting stung at the same time, which seemed actually funny then,
still in the giddy first stages o f knowing each other. They had
kissed each other’s small round wounds over and over, as if that
would be enough. She also thought o f how when he sang he
made his voice sound too much like Tom Waits, and it seemed
painful for him, and it was hard to listen to.
She told him something like, please don't take it personally, al
though she knew he would.
His parting words were that she was “missing out.”
“I know,” she said, her hand fanned across his back, because
she knew how it felt to tell someone that.
Walter lectured on labor history at the community college,
where she was taking a drawing class. In the cafeteria he flipped
through her stack o f drawings, his blonde hair sticking out in
horn-like curls around his ears.
“G ood,” he said after each one.
She agreed to go out with him anyway. He had a certain ner
vous energy she enjoyed, having grown up with her mother.
O n their first date he laughed at something she said, an opinion
she held, and told her she had some adorably puerile notions
about the world.
Then on the second date he asked her for an index— a cata
log, a list o f the ones w ho’d mattered.
“A narrative compendium,” he said, waving chopsticks in the
air. “I need to know about your past relationships if we’re to
have a future.” He stabbed at his sashimi. “Besides, how’re you
to know where you’re going if you don’t know where you’ve
been?”
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She said the idea made her feel strange.
He said, “If you don’t acknowledge history, you’re destined
to repeat the same mistakes forever.”
When she ended it he told her she was too hirsute for his
taste anyway.
She compiled.
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Steven Petkus
W ill

In effect, he runs him self over
with his own car, a low -grum bling
’74 M ustang, metallic m aroon
except the spoiler, a primer-gray thing
slapped on w hen he retired.
O h — does he take to liquor? You bet!
H e som ehow drives hom e afternoons
from Scheren’s, across town.
Today, he backs into his driveway odd
and hangs the chassis on a railroad tie,
the rear wheel spinning
one full foot above the gravel.
So w hat’s he do? H ops out,
leaves the door open, engine running,
transm ission set in reverse.
T hen— w hat o f all things— the guy gets
under the tire, fits his
chest betw een the m oving tire and the ground.
T h a t’s w hen
I call for M om. H er shout, “W ill’?”
in disbelief, her “jesus God”
as she breaks into a run,
Mr. Patzelt letting fall his garden hose,
and this terrible m om ent: forever,
the time it takes the m an’s neighbors
to scramble over, fifteen seconds
that spinning wheel draws o u t to years.
“Will!” A gray m an with a car on his chest.
His own car— you’d think it impossible!
A nd w hat can anyone say
to him, for him , even if he’s okay?
Even if he dusts off, parks the car—
w h a t o n E a r th co u ld a n y o n e say?
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Steven Petkus
D e t o u r in t o W h a t C h e e r

My brother nudges me.
A ny minute now, something will happen.
R a y m o n d C arv er, “D rin k in g W h ile D riv in g ”

My brother and I were drinking cans o f Old Style
between Oskaloosa and South English.
I was doing the driving, happy I still owned
the old family wagon, not thinking
o f the student loans that kept it up.
We held the beers low, between our legs.
It was four miles off the highway to What Cheer,
where my brother got out
to snapshoot the town water tower
and a grain elevator with a squat cartoon man
painted on the side. I sipped warm beer
and watched him in the rearview mirror.
He makes it, everything look
so easy, I thought.
When he backpedaled up the road
for a better angle, I lost sight o f him
and yanked at the mirror.
I twisted against the belt, spilled some beer.
After a while, I laid my hand on the wheel
and watched birds hop along the ground.
“Bird,” I told them. At some point,
my brother got back in the car.
He popped a couple o f fresh cans
and caught the overgrown sign for Route 92.
“So now you drive with one hand,” he said.
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ChristopherJanke

E

legy

2

You encourage like a cadaver, like a spur,
like a heartworm at work in the heart;
you’re a beautiful chewer, a terrible want,
the shadow stalled on a meadow.
You make the crickets speak to you,
so I speak— o birch tree peeling,
o truculent finch, o lecher,
o rusty can, o holder o f things apart,
o briar bush pushed through my veins,
o seraphic wind— you pass to the left,
to the, right, all the way through,
0 worn spot on my knee—
inside and all over.
1 walk through the city pinching violets;
I spread oil on my eyes.
I open a manhole; you’re inside,
feasting with the forgotten,
laurels in your hair and the smell o f gin
on your lips. O n both sides o f the street,
the world is on fire.
A freighter rests
on the burning stairs.
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I greet you with the sound o f a knife
through lettuce, with seagulls on an ebullient bay,
with a quiet kiss in a quiet house.
We were migrants on a flatbed—
I was the wheelless cart you had to pull,
the bird with a broken wing
that hobbled towards you
across the first divide. Now, I’m a child,
swung up by both arms,
high enough to fear the gap
between my tongue and the ground.
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Stan Poliakoff
D

ie t in g fo r

H

eaven a n d

H

ell

Mom was going to diet again. With feeling. With purpose. And,
as it turned out, with a nod towards heaven. We sat at the dining
room table for supper.
“W hat goes up and never comes down?” D ad asked.
“M om’s weight,” Paul answered.
“N ot funny,” M om said.
“W hat defies the Law o f Gravity?” D ad asked. H e buttered
his fourth dinner roll and swallowed it whole.
“M om’s weight,” Paul answered.
“You’ll see,” Mom began. “This time I’ll reach my goal.”
Mom was always dieting or she was always thinking about
dieting. She had devoured every diet that had been prom oted,
pushed, and published in the Western world. N one had worked.
H er weight refused to go below two hundred and twenty-five
pounds, it had been like this for m ost o f the fifteen years o f her
marriage to Dad, which he always reminded her when she was in
her dieting mode. We all appreciated M om ’s effort, though. E v
ery time she embarked on a new diet, she armed herself with the
tools that were needed to track and regulate her calories, or fat
intake, or protein consumption, or carbohydrate ingestion. She’d
buy recipe books, scales, measuring cups, and cooking utensils.
And she would take hours in the supermarket spending hun
dreds o f dollars on juices, fruits, vegetables, spring water, and
low-fat foods. She would always start her diet on Monday, which
meant, on the Sunday before, she would indulge herself on her
favorite foods. None, naturally, were low in calories.
“Yes, dear,” Dad said. “We know you’re going to try— you
always do— but it never seems to work out for you, does it? But
that doesn’t mean we don’t like you.” D ad, now beginning on
dessert, cut an enormous piece o f chocolate-chocolate cake and
nearly swallowed it whole. “This week you’ll be good. You’ll
watch all your meals and all your snacks. You’ll measure out all
your portions. And you’ll do this the whole week. Then you’ll
go to your weight-loss group, on Sunday, and get officially
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weighed. You’ll probably lose five pounds. Maybe ten pounds.
Then you’ll hit the wall next week. And you’ll get into that dis
couraging, debilitating cycle of yours. Up a pound. Down a
pound. Even. Up two pounds. Down a quarter. You’ll try
harder. You’ll re-focus. Then you’ll go back the following Sun
day to get weighed and you’ll be up five pounds.” Dad scooped
two huge helpings of ice cream— cookies-n-cream— and then
passed it around the table. “Before you know it, you’ll be off the
diet for good.”
Mom stood up. Her puffed-out face was red; her double
neck jiggled like gelatin. She pointed her finger at Dad, then at
Paul, then at me. “You’re all wrong! I’m going to do it this time!
I’m not stopping until I’m at my goal.”
“That’s heroic of you, dear,” Dad said. “Did I tell you I lost
another two pounds?” Grabbing the belt loops on his jeans, he
pulled them out to show Mom how loose his pants were. “Isn’t
it something, dear? I’m not even trying to lose weight, and I do.”
He licked his fingers tipped with chocolate icing.
“That’s wonderful,” Mom said.
“Aren’t you happy for Dad?” Paul asked.
Mom tucked in her shirt, which had popped out of her pants.
“Honestly? No. I think it stinks, and it’s totally unfair.”
“You’ll just have to stick with the diet this time.” Dad said. “I
don’t see what’s so hard about doing that.”
“I hate you skinny people who can eat anything and not gain
weight.”
“Fast metabolism.”
“No kidding. And I got fat metabolism!”
“In Heaven it won’t matter, dear.”
Mom stared at Dad. The sweat, which was like huge rain
drops, rolled down her face and along her neck. Her breathing
was difficult, as if she had just finished running a mile. She
pointed her stubby pinkie at Dad. “You’re totally wrong.”
“About?” Dad asked. He cut himself a second piece of cake,
picked it up with his bony fingers, and took a huge bite. The
chocolate icing created a mustache. He licked it off.
“In Heaven it mil matter if I’m fat or skinny!”
“What?”
Mom took out a thin paperback book from her pocket and
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waved it like she was a preacher with a bible. “See this? Fat
People Go to Hell.”
“Where did you get that?”
“At a garage sale ” She turned over the book and tapped the
back cover with her finger. “This extraordinary book is based
on erudite interpretations o f the Kabbalah, which if you don’t
know has been around for thousands o f years. And the book
proves, in chapter after chapter, that fat people don’t make it to
Heaven.”
“Because there isn’t enough room for fat people?” Paul asked.
“Let me have that!” D ad tried to snatch the book from Mom,
but Mom pushed his arm away. “I’ll take it to Rabbi Levine. Let
him read it and get his opinion on— ”
“No, you won’t. This book says it all. Ever see a fat angel?
Huh? Ever see a fat soul tiptoeing through the clouds? No, you
haven’t! Ever see G od depicted with a fat body? No, you haven’t!
And you won’t! Ever see a movie about Heaven with fat people
in it? Huh? Tell me! You know you haven’t! Just admit it! Okay?
Fat people just don’t go to heaven!”
“You can’t be serious!” D ad said.
“I’m dead serious! Fat people go to Hell and spend eternity
chewing on the bones and flesh—”
“What? O f the dead?”
“Who knows what! Who cares! But it’s not going to be me!”
“Suck it up, Mom!” Paul said. “M om’s gonna lose weight and
go to Heaven!”
“This is all nonsense!” D ad said. D ad picked up the cake
server, covered with chocolate icing, and licked it.
“D o you think I’m going to take a chance and blow my after
life on being fat! N o way, Jose!”
“Give me that book!” D ad said.
“Fat chance,” M om said, and she waddled out o f the kitchen.
M om spent the week obsessed with her diet. N othing de
terred her from maintaining her intake o f healthy, low-fat, lowcalorie foods. In her weekly planner, she wrote down everything
she ate. She brown-bagged her lunch to her part time job at the
pet store. At a neighborhood barbecue she refused the succu
lent hamburgers, potato salad, soda, and beer. Instead, she ate
low-fat yogurt, watermelon, and drank a gallon o f spring water.
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She left motivational notes (LIVE THIN, D IE THIN) around
the house— on die refrigerator, on the kitchen cabinets, on the
bathroom walls. By the time Saturday night came, she was too
weak to climb the stairs to go to the master bedroom, so she
settied down on the leather couch, in the family room, to sleep
for the night. Dad didn’t object. We were proud o f her dedica
tion and commitment, even Dad, so he claimed. He congratu
lated her with a buddy-like slap on her back for maintaining her
diet for the week. Dad still was skeptical about the inspirational
book that had been the catalyst for Mom’s latest assault on her
weight. We went upstairs to bed and left Mom, snoring, on the
couch.
Mom slept until ten o ’clock the next morning. She skipped
breakfast, got dressed, and drove off to her weight-loss group
where she was going to be officially weighed. Two hours later,
Mom shuffled back into the house. Watching a video, we were
seated in the living room. We munched on taco chips. M om’s
expression didn’t reveal the results o f the weigh-in.
“How much did you lose, dear?” Dad asked. “Five pounds?
Ten? What?”
“M om ’s going to Heaven!” Paul said. “M om’s going to
Heaven!”
Mom plopped down on the love seat; she occupied most o f
it by herself. “I don’t get it! I’m so discouraged I can’t tell you! I
followed the diet religiously. I didn’t cheat all week. I hate my
body!”
“So you lost two pounds,” Dad said. “That’s a good start in
the right direction.”
“I didn’t lose two pounds.”
“One pound?”
“No.”
“You stayed even?”
“No.”
‘Well?”
Mom folded her hands and placed them on her belly. “I’m
beyond being discouraged. I don’t know what to do.”
“What happened?”
“I gained three pounds!”
“I can’t say that I’m totally surprised!”
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“W hat is that supposed to mean?”
“Nothing, dear.” D ad placed the bag o f spicy taco chips
down on the coffee table.
“I don’t know why it’s so hard for you to lose weight. I don’t
have a problem, so honestly it’s hard for me to relate to it. But
don’t give up.”
M om slapped her belly. “I’ll never lose the weight, and it’s
my fault.” She tapped her belly with her fingers. “But I have to
be honest. Last night, after you guys were asleep, I ate some
double-dipped chocolate covered pretzels. I swear it wasn’t more
than three or four.”
“That probably explains it,” D ad said.
“M om’s not going to Heaven!” Paul said.
“H ow could those damn pretzels make such an impact? I
don’t get it. I ate three or four goddam n pretzels and I gained
three pounds!”
“I don’t know, dear. I can eat a pound o f them and n o t gain
an ounce.” D ad stood up, walked over to Mom, and rubbed her
belly. “Dear, I think we probably still love you.!”
“Skinny people don’t love fat people.”
D ad patted her head. “I think it’s a m atter o f will power.”
M om grabbed the bag o f chips and crumpled it up. “See? I’m
not giving up! I’m not surrendering my soul to the Fat God. I’ll
do better this week! I promise! This week I’m taking my first
step towards Heaven.”
If it was possible, M om’s com mitment to her diet was greater
than the first week. N ot only that, she began to exercise. She
bought equipment she saw on the home shopping channel: abcrunchers, video tapes, free weights, a stationary bicycle, and a
machine called The Butt Beater. M om hated exercising, but her
desire to lose weight motivated her. D ad thought she was over
doing it, and he discouraged her from buying exercise clothes.
Besides, D ad never exercised, and he didn’t have an ounce o f fat.
So if he was skinny without exercise, what was the point o f M om
exercising?
When Sunday came, M om couldn’t wait to get weighed. The
night before, she had unofficially weighed herself on our scale,
and the scale said she had lost four and a half pounds. So when
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Mom rode off to the weigh-in, she was convinced her Herculean
efforts had paid'off
Two hours later, Mom returned. We were in the kitchen en
joying a late morning breakfast o f buttermilk pancakes, sausage,
bacon, and chocolate milk.
“How much?” Dad asked.
“Nothing!” Mom said. “I lost nothing. N ot one pound! N ot
a half o f a pound! N ot a quarter o f a pound! Nothing! Abso
lutely nothing!”
“That’s impossible,” Dad said. “O ur scale said— ”
“O ur scale is wrong!”
“But I weighed myself this morning, and it’s right for me.”
“D on’t tell me you lost more weight!”
“Just a pound.”
“I hate you,” Mom said.
“Well, I hate you, too.”
Mom didn’t eat anything the rest o f the day. She went to bed
early and got up on Monday and had a piece o f oatmeal bread
and an orange. That night, however, Mom had one chocolate
chip cookie for dessert, and although she swore that she was still
committed to her diet, we had our doubts. H er verve and vigor
was gone. Her brown eyes, the color o f chocolate syrup, be
trayed her.
By the next morning, Mom was eating less o f her high-fiber,
low-calorie food and more o f the high-fat food she usually ate.
And that’s how the week progressed. Each day she slipped fur
ther away from her diet. Nobody said anything. We could see by
her twisted smile and tortured expression that she could no longer
maintain her diet. The first two weeks o f gaining weight had
undermined her commitment, and Dad didn’t try to help her
recapture it.
O n Saturday morning, Mom got up later than usual. She
came down in her baggy sweat pants and XX-large T-shirt. She
plopped down on her chair at the table and grabbed a handful o f
muffins, croissants, and doughnuts that were in a basket in the
center o f the table.
“Give me a double order o f French toast and bacon,” Mom
said to Dad, who was standing at the stove, cooking breakfast.
“I’m glad you’re making breakfast.”
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“Are you sure, dear?” D ad asked.
“I’m sure,” Mom answered.
“Another diet bites the dust,” D ad said.
“M om’s fat and that’s that,” Paul said. “Live fat, die fat.”
Mom stuffed her m outh with a blueberry muffin. “Anybody
see my book? Fat People Go To Hell. I thought it was in the
study.”
Dad flipped over the French toast. “I have it.”
“You?”
“It’s kind o f interesting.”
“Really?”
“Why are you surprised?”
“I just didn’t think that kind o f book would interest you.”
“It does.” D ad turned o ff the stove and brought the French
toast to the table and dumped all the pieces onto the serving
platter. Then he sat down at the table. A small piece o f canta
loupe was on his plate.
“I can’t believe how much I missed your wonderful French
toast!” Mom said. “I don’t care how many calories each piece
has.”
“Too many.”
“Who cares,” M om said. Mom pointed to D ad’s plate. “W hat
kind o f breakfast is that?”
“A healthy one.”
“W hat’s your point?”
“I’m starting a diet.”
M om took a bite o f her French toast. “Actually, I’m starting
a new diet, too. Something totally diffe— .”
“Dear, I’m serious. I need to lose a few pounds.”
“You’re not kidding, are you? If you were any skinnier, you’d
be declared a skeleton.”
Dad reached into his pants pocket and pulled out Fat People
Go To H ell. “I’m glad I’m reading this book.”
Mom put her fork down that had a speared piece o f French
toast. “So you think it’s true?”
D ad scooped out a piece o f cantaloupe, nibbled on it, and
said, “I do.”
“You really think fat people don’t make it to Heaven?”
“Yes.”
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“And skinny people do?”
“Yes.”
“D ad’s going to Heaven!” Paul said. “Dad’s going to Heaven!”
Mom stared at Dad for a moment, then she ate the piece o f
French toast on her fork. She then took the six pieces o f French
toast on the platter and dropped them onto her plate. She grabbed
the bottle o f maple syrup, emptied almost a quarter o f the bottle
on top o f the French toast, and began to eat. She attacked the
food— the French toast, die bacon, the muffins, the croissants,
the doughnuts. She couldn’t eat the food fast enough. She stuffed
piece after piece into her mouth. Finally, she picked up the gal
lon o f whole milk that was on the table and chugalugged nearly
half o f it. At then end, she belched.
We watched in amazement. When Mom was finished, Dad
pointed at her and said, “I hope you’re satisfied with yourself.”
“Why shouldn’t I be?”
“You damn well know why!” Dad said. He smacked her arm
with Fat People Go to Hell. “Look at you! You’re fat! F-a-t!
N ot just fat, but obese. Fat! Disgustingly fat! So fat it makes me
damn angry!”
Mom calmly swallowed a corn muffin. “And you’re skinny!”
“That’s right!” Dad said. “W hat’s wrong with that?”
“Nothing, honey.”
“That’s night! There’s nothing wrong with being skinny!”
Mom picked up a chocolate frosted doughnut and gulped it
down. “Yes, honey.”
“And you know where skinny people end up?”
“Heaven.”
“Doesn’t that bother you?”
Mom picked up a croissant in one hand and a doughnut in
the other. “N ot in the least.”
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Kimberly Johnson

H

e r p e t o p h il ia

You love the garden— warm rocks, scales sun-gilt,
florid bract o f bougainvillea, scarlet
and vermilion. Lime trees drop tight green fists.
Mosses dapple, wet sand dimples near the tidal pool.
Flutter your tongue— slight wind, leaves whispering
above your body, the blue air is mothled, like
thin papers, wings whispering...
You are the genius o f my garden— you, coiled
In a warm skin, supple, prescient.
Grass greens as you touch it. Grass opens
To take you in. Green grass closes around your trail.
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Kimberly Johnson

C old F

ront

At sunset, virga turns orange,
a fire infolding itself, its downwardness
sucked in, turned skyward and dense
in the cold atmosphere. Gold fire
on the wet fields, fire on the hemisphere.
The maple upturns porous leaves, barometric.
At the river, reeds rattle together, daylilies
yielding their petals to night.
Clearance lights necklace the hilltop in rubies.
In the thickening air, little firefly, light.
Lightning will shutter past midnight, and you
as in discourse, unshutter your small, candent
body, greening my eye-green.
Tomorrow morning morning’s minstrel
will raise its brazen jackdaw cry.
Bullfrogs shrieking at the river,
cattails bumping a clapboard symphony.
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Jeffrey S. Chapman
I n N ew Y ork

I SAW A MAN wearing exactly the shirt that I own. He was
sitting opposite me on the train and he got o ff at Grand Central;
I followed him for a while. I didn’t have that shirt on at that
mom ent so he couldn’t have known that I, too, own it. It is a
grey turtleneck with distinctive horizontal stripes in green and
yellow. But I was thrown for a m om ent because I have such a
clear conception o f how it should be worn, what it should be
worn with, how it can best be complemented. This guy seemed
to have it all wrong. But then I reconsidered. I thought that it
was an interesting difference in aesthetics. I thought that it was
interesting that things could be, at the same time, exactly the
same and exactly different. He was young. He dressed it down. I
am also young, but I dress it up. N ot a lot, but I do tuck it in.
I passed by, watching him. A minute later he reversed direc
tion and passed me. Then he sat on the steps o f a building, not
desiring to go in, or to go anywhere. I wondered why someone
would come into New York on an early train if he didn’t have
anything specific to do, if he was just going to sit around.

I saw a church. I looked in, thinking there might be a Sunday
service. The place was nearly empty; maybe it was too early.
Two men prayed quietly in the back pews and I felt guilty for the
echo I made walking down the aisles. I tried to muffle my steps:
first I walked slowly then I walked on my heels then I walked
forward on my toes. My right shoe squeaked. Halfway down the
aisle I realized that I couldn’t be quiet so it might be better to go
quickly. Is it better, I thought, to make maximum disturbance
for minimal time or minimal disturbance for maximum time? I
was trying to think o f other parallel situations— tearing paper
out o f a pad during a meeting, opening a package o f licorice
during a movie. I reached the end o f the aisle. From this side o f
the church I could see the altar and the organ. It wasn’t much to
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look at. Pretty, but not too exciting. I wished I hadn’t walked
across the church to see it. I walked back to the exit after look
ing apologetically at the two men. At the door, I checked my
watch.
I saw my wife’s lover die. It was just after nine o’clock— he
was running about five minutes late from his usual Sunday sched
ule— and the streets were becoming more crowded. He looked,
as always, like he would be ready to make a business interaction
at any minute, with his pressed slacks and dress shirt. We were at
Central Park West and 81st. There was some jostling among
those o f us standing at the corner, waiting for the light to change.
I was right behind my wife’s lover and there was too much jos
tling and I bumped him in the way o f a fast, impatient taxi. He
was older than me. Maybe five years older. Maybe ten. He
tripped on the curb— he’d been a little too eager to cross and
was standing right on the edge— and toppled forward. He
dropped his bag o f bagels on the curb. He threw his arms for
ward out o f instinct, to catch his balance, but it must be said that
it made no difference. The taxi couldn’t be stopped. It knocked
him far into the intersection. A man next to me screamed when
he saw my wife’s lover fall forward. Then people were clustering
and calling for help and covering their eyes and crossing the street
and ignoring the accident because they had places that they had
to get to. I stooped down and picked up the bagels. Then I
crossed the street.
I bought a newspaper. In Central Park I sat down to read it
but I couldn’t. I was distracted by three boys kneeling on the
sidewalk over a game o f marbles. Who plays marbles anymore?
D o they still make marbles? Maybe marbles are yet another retrofashion: disco, swing, bell bottoms, marbles. I never played
marbles. O r rather, I never knew the proper rules to marbles.
But I had a round tin— I think I remember a chipped painting
o f a cat on the lid— that was full o f marbles, every size. None
o f my friends knew the proper rules o f marbles, but we made up
simple games. The joy came in the satisfying whack o f two
marbles colliding, not in rules.
It was like a game o f pool. I love to play pool now. My wife
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and I, on our third date, went to a pool hall and drank beers. We
still play pool. I love pool because it seems so chaotic but some
where in there is hidden perfect order. Every action causes an
other action. Every movement is attached to— predicted by —
other actions. There is the possibility, even if the possibility is
never realized, o f controlling everything. It’s not about skill, it’s
about knowledge o f the order that underlies chaos.
I laughed because the streets o f New York are full o f people
trying their hardest not to act like pool balls, walking on collision
courses but veering at the last minute. They avoid all contact.
A man played the blues under a bridge in Central Park. U n
der that bridge, his sax sounded resonant and pure. Crisp. But
what do I know about music? I could be fooled. I stood watch
ing for long minutes and then when he looked at me and raised
his eyebrows, I offered him a bagel. He looked at the bagel, then
at me, then at the bagel, then he looked around. Because I was
the only person there he stopped and took the bagel.
“Is that all you got?” he said.
“No,” I said. I took out my wallet, found a dollar and put it in
his sax case.
He took a bite o f bagel. He looked at it.
“Any cream cheese?” he said, m outh full.
I looked in the bag.
“Yes,” I said. “But no knife.”
He shrugged.
I was just enjoying the sunlight and the people. I sat on one
bench for almost two hours. T hat’s what makes Central Park
great: you can sit for hours and just look at everything. It’s better
than a movie.
I looked at my watch. It was after one; luckily I had the
bagels for lunch. I’d told my wife, as usual, that I was going in to
see museums and she, as usual, said she would rather putter
around the house and relax. Who knows, maybe she was waiting
for a call from her lover right now. Would she go to his funeral?
I wonder. Would she say to m e,H « oldfriend died, and would I put
my hand on her arm and say, Oh. I ’m sorry?
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I’d told her that I would be in the city until evening. So I had
to keep myself busy until then.
The Conservatory Water was practically abandoned. One
toy boat was bumping up against the side o f the pond like a
blind, insistent duckling. A man and a boy crouched on the op
posite side. The boy was holding the remote control.
The boat was made to look like a fireman’s boat. I don’t
know how I knew that; I’m pretty certain that I’d never seen a
fire boat, not even a picture. And yet I knew. The boat was
white and blue with silver stuff. It was spitting a stream o f water
a couple o f feet long from a cannon.
I stood watching the boat for a while, until the boy managed
to back it up and turn it. Then I walked along the edge o f the
pond, past the boat. I felt water on my ankles, cold and startling.
The boat, in its turning, had sprayed me. I figured it was an
accident until the boat caught up and tried to spray me again. I
jumped out o f the way, beyond the range o f the water. The boat
retreated to the middle o f the pond. I looked to see if the man
was doing anything about this, but he and the boy were still just
crouched there.
H alf o f me was angry, because the man wasn’t reacting to the
boy’s rudeness. That half o f me would have done something.
Like hit the boy. O r push him into the water. Let him know that
actions have repercussions. But that was a double standard, be
cause the other half o f me was cheering the boy on. If I had
been his age I’d want to spray people too.
I walked on. My right sock was wet.
Before I left the park I passed a gang o f parents, maybe twenty
o f them, doing arm exercises while they pushed strollers. Strolleraerobics. One man, at the head o f the pack, was yelling instruc
tions to the rest. The parents swung their arms, chatted, told
jokes, laughed. Push with the left, exercise the right.
One woman, at the center o f the pack, seemed to notice how
silly she looked. She pushed her child and swung her arm, but
she was also watching people as they passed. O ur eyes met. I
smiled. It could have been taken as a supportive smile or a mock
ing smile. I felt a bit o f both. I held up the bagel I was eating, as
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if in a toast to her health. She looked down with pulled-in shoul
ders, maybe because she couldn’t deny any longer that people
were watching her. Mostly I had been smiling because she looked
like my wife, Molly, when we first met. W hen we were college
students and she had beautifully smooth brown hair looped back
into the m ost beautiful ponytail. When she had a soccer-player’s
body. This woman was pretty like Molly, but not as pretty. N o
one’s as pretty.
When the gang had passed I turned around and watched them
crunching along the sidewalk. The air was getting misty: the thin
drizzle that proceeds a rain. Who arranged these stroller-aerobics? H ow did they advertise? No timefo r taking care of the kids
and getting exercise? Do we have a solution foryou! Strollaerobics!
I was close to the Met so I thought I’d go redeem myself for
being impatient at the church. They wanted me to pay eight
dollars. I wouldn’t have minded, except that it was closing soon
and I’d only have been there for thirty minutes. I can’t imagine
spending eight dollars for thirty minutes at a museum. I won’t
pay that much for my cultural redemption. There are very few
things for which I would pay eight dollars every thirty minutes.
So I sat on the steps and watched the people, listened to the
street musicians and tried to imagine the stories o f people com 
ing in and out. I gave them names, and I gave them professions,
and I gave them lovers and families, and I decided w hether they
were happy, or content, or miserable.
I loved being alone in New York right then— I felt that I had
it all to myself, like I owned all the city and all the people.
I invented stories about the couples I saw. H ow did they
meet? W hat did they do together? Would they die together? I
compared their love to my own love.
After I met my wife I had everything I wanted. A phrodite’s
job was done. How many o f these couples could make a similar
claim?
Molly and I met at a diner on a Sunday. She’d been playing
soccer, and she and some teammates were there for lunch: loud,
tired, ebullient (they’d won); dirty jerseys and socks to their knees,
knees scraped up; Molly’s hair was out o f place, strands sticking
to her forehead or falling across her face, her soccer shorts were
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riding low and loose, the outline o f her sports bra was evident
under a jersey stretched out at the neck, her laugh was the loud
est in the diner. I was enthralled by her physicality. She was
rough and sharp and sexy.
I just happened to be there. I was just sitting there, having
lunch alone with my newspaper. I tend to think Fate brought me
there.
O f course I talked to her; I couldn’t let her leave because
then I might not have found her again. O f course she told her
teammates to go on without her and stayed talking to me in and
out o f hours, over endless coffees. She explained soccer to me;
she kept clenching her hands, as if she were trying to grab hold
o f her excitement and show it to me. That was it for me. O f
course we got married.
I’m always happy when she’s at my side. I plan to die before
she dies. She is my anima.
I had to walk from 83rd to Grand Central Station on 42nd
and I started, on that long walk, to think about that woman do
ing stroller-aerobics, who looked so much like my wife. I began
to wonder about her private life.
She seemed young to have a child. Twenty or so. She must
have lived near the Park. I wondered whether she had a hus
band. O r a boyfriend. Where was the father o f the child?
This is what I wondered, looking into her pretty, somewhat
frightened eyes: Was there anyone who loved her above every
thing else in the world? Anyone who thought about her during
his lunch hour, during his breakfast hour, while he fell asleep,
after he fell asleep? Did she inhabit every hour o f some man’s
thoughts? Was there someone who couldn’t imagine sharing her
with anyone else? Who needed to have her for himself?
The clock in Grand Central Station read quarter after six.
This is the time— after work — when Molly and her lover would
sometimes meet at a bar. This is about die time when I first saw
her sitting with him, having drinks, trading kisses, but not look
ing especially happy. I could tell from her face that she didn’t
really want to be widi him. I called it a phase.
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I arrived at home. Because she knew I was going to be out all
day, my wife had prepared dinner. The dining room table was
set, soup bowls and all. She had a thing for chilled, summer-time
soups. If you wanted something from my wife, you only had to
offer to make gazpacho. She was wearing a white, sunny dress
and her hair was down, falling behind her shoulders. She was so
beautiful.
She laughed when I came in and she circled her arm around
me, pulled me close, kissed me. I held up the bag o f bagels.
“Bagels,” I said.
“Great,” she said.
At that moment, I was perfectly content. We were happy
together.
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Martha Zweig

V ernal

Under the world where the
dog digs ardently after only just
one luscious nerve, the dead
brutalize among themselves.
“Here!” hollers the dogmas ter, to the dog,
“Fetch that here!”
But the nerves run deeper along to
sweets & knit there & tug hard;
master & dog must make do gnawing at
something else back to home. The dead
too eventually tire o f how
tiresome they still are.
Under the world a
mood lightens, a thin
prayer goes praising up to dearest dirt,
croons after roots
in solicitude, bits o f flattery, wit,
the whole long story again suggesting
imaginable green.
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Martha Zweig
T h e W in d h o r s e

for Michaela

Extravagantly dappled appaloosapinto-roan in snow’s
earliest dusting at bleak fall,
did your windhorse pick my woods?
So it appears. And sighs suggestively.
Maybe leafbrittle
tickles its dainty fetlocks. O r
one snow caught in a nostril, one
snow snagging at one eyelash, it shudders
glints o f beatitude o ff its whole hide.
I do acknowledge a decent and creaturely
upbringing here on my hill.
Dying down little by little I’ll
nudge to console quite beside myself
in the deep d u ff bed:
intercessor when the pines
careen and neigh, when the lissome
hemlocks extend their steamy necks
and the casual sovereigns
hereabouts rub them familiarly,
dispense with me to everlasting
impulse, cull me out o f each
apprehension, earshot and afterthought,
to happiness kept at the ready just
so, under a flake.
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Katherine Shonk

T h e D iv id in g L in e

O N E DAY COLIN was being fitted for his tuxedo, and the next,
he was in emergency surgery. The day after that, Beth helped
him walk down the hospital’s hallway. His gait was awkward, and
he listed toward her. Beth wondered if the loss had affected his
equilibrium, the way you could throw a cat off-balance by snip
ping o ff its whiskers on one side. A few nights later, he lay
naked in bed as she directed the reading lamp like a spotlight
above him. The incision, sewn with brown thread, ran along the
diagonal crease o f skin where his briefs normally stretched —
she had bought him some loose-fitting boxers for the time be
ing. The right side was withered, tender and pink, and she patted
it lightly.
“Okay,” Colin said, touching Beth’s arm.
“Sorry,” she said.
“It’s just that it’s a little sore.”
“I’m sorry.”
Everyone said it was good that they had the wedding prepa
rations to keep them busy while they waited for the test results.
Beth took her bridesmaids to lunch and postponed their Italian
honeymoon indefinitely. I ’m sorry things didn’t work out, the nasal
voiced woman at Marshall Field’s said when she asked to cancel
their gift registration. No, Beth said, no, no - I ’m stillgetting married
I t’sju st that my fiance might have cancer, and we think we’ll need money
instead. Her eyes misting behind broad glasses, the saleswoman
hugged Beth and pressed a ten-dollar bill into her hand. As she
staggered toward the Frango mints counter, the money balled in
her fist, Beth wondered at her rush to correct the woman. Was it
pity she was seeking? O r did she imagine that having a fight and
calling off the wedding would be a worse fate than finding out
that Colin was sick? And why did no one— not her parents,
friends, nor Colin— suggest she might change her mind about
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the wedding? Their silence felt conspiratorial, calculated to keep
her on track.
Colin was officially diagnosed two days before the wedding:
Stage II testicular cancer, a ninety percent cure rate with chem o
therapy. Beth held his hand in the doctor’s office and then in the
car as he drove in slow loops through their new neighborhood.
Neither o f them could remember their new address, or even
what the building looked like; friends had supervised the move
that day. It was their first home together, and Beth knew that
any psychologist would point out that they weren’t ready to go
there. She saw the apartment first— saw their boxes and empty
bookcases illuminated for a slow m om ent by a bare bulb in a
freshly painted, curtainless room— but she let it pass by until,
ten minutes later, they rounded the block again.
O n their wedding day, when Beth took her place beside Colin
and smiled, he grimaced and let his gaze trail o ff toward the
priest. He rocked from foot to foot, tense in his tux, and Beth
could tell he was thinking not about how lovely she was in her
expensive dress but about the crowd gathered behind him: two
hundred people pondering his embarrassing illness. Beth real
ized then that she should have postponed the wedding. They
could deal with cancer or they could deal with marriage, but both
at the same time? It was ridiculous.
And yet: Here they were.
So she gripped Colin’s chin and jerked it down. Me, she
m o u th ed , Look at me. A t the recep tio n , C o lin ’s m o th er
complimented Beth on the move, insisting that something dras
tic had been required to focus her son’s attention. Why wouldn't
he be distracted? Beth heard an uncle o f Colin’s say from across
the table. Imagine signing a living will the same week as your marriage
license!
In the week between the wedding and the first round o f
chemo, Beth drove Colin to the sperm bank for daily deposits, in
case the drugs left him infertile. Unable to sit still in the waiting
room, she wandered down the block to a Catholic church. Find
ing a Bible in the pew, she took it as something left especially for
her. Each day while Colin was in the sperm bank, Beth brought
her new Bible to the church and read passages at random. She
prayed, rambling internal monologues that started on the topic
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o f Colin’s health and ended as grocery lists or speculation about
her co-workers’ sex lives.
They made love often that week, a different kind o f insur
ance: The drugs might rob Colin o f his desire for her; the drugs
might not work at all. At least they would have this passionate,
wearying week to look back on. In bed, Beth felt for new lumps,
wishing she had found the first one herself, before the dull pain
began.
At lunch time during Colin’s first five-day chemo session, Beth
walked to the hospital from the cultural center where she worked
and ate a sandwich at his bedside while the fluid trickled into his
veins. She envied the easy rapport his nurses, Sylvia and Jacklyn,
had with their patient. Colin had always been reserved, but now
he was almost silent when they were alone, and easily distracted.
Beth grew quiet too. Their usual pattern was for him to tease
her as she talked out everyday anxieties and minor decisions. Now
the things that riled her seemed obscenely petty, impossible to
mention.
They took a cab home on the fifth day, and Colin leaned on
Beth as they walked up the sidewalk. She filled a bath for him
and stroked him with a soapy cloth, sloughing away clumps o f
hair that drifted on the water’s skin. Afterward, Colin shaved his
head. Beth helped him with the back, then rubbed a pine-scented
lotion into his tender pink scalp with her palms. She pressed
him against the sink, gripped his smooth skull and kissed him.
His head lolled back and he smiled slightly.
“N o?” Beth said.
“I’m sorry,” he said, and yawned.
That night Beth awoke to feel Colin touching her, one hand
kneading her breasts, the other rubbing her thigh. She sighed,
warming sleepily to the attention. But as soon as she turned
toward the embrace, his hands slid away and he rolled over. The
back o f his head faced her blankly from his pillow. A few nights
later, when she felt his hands on her again, Beth didn’t stir. He
was gentle, so gentle, fingers like feathers. His chest was warm
against her back. When he was done, they lay very still. Then
Beth turned and he curled into her. She touched him, her fin
gers loosening strands o f hair.
While sitting in the hospital waiting room during Colin’s secFall 2000
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ond round o f treatment, Beth opened her Bible at random to
the story o f Elijah in Kings:
“And he went up from thence unto Bethel: and as he
was going up by the way, there came forth little children out o f
the city, and mocked him and said unto him, Go up, thou bald
head; go up, thou bald head.
And he turned back, and looked on them, and cursed
them in the name o f the LORD. And there came forth two she
bears out o f the wood, and tare forty and two children o f them.”
Alone in their bed that night, Beth dream t that she was run
ning in a bear suit, chased by a pack o f naked little boys, their
skin glistening red like die inside o f a mouth, genitals dangling
like tonsils. She awoke sweating and, seeing the smooth globe o f
a full moon outside the window, thought it might be Colin’s head
projected from the hospital into the sky. Thou Bald Head, Thou
Bald Head, I should never have married you. She stifled a cry, under
standing then that even religion could turn sour and mocking.
They joined a TC couples support group that met in the base
ment o f the hospital on Tuesday nights. The husbands and wives
were young and angry, earnest and joyous. They cursed and
praised God; they made horrible puns. What a nutty disease! Beth
was awed by these couples, who were scarcely older than she and
Colin, yet free from shame and decorum. Some o f them admit
ted openly that they had not had sex o f any kind in months.
Others were trying w ithout success to get pregnant. I f I only had
the halls, Id quit radiation right now. Colin did not share his feelings
with the group, but took on a valued role as the TC expert. He
searched medical journals and the Internet and displayed hom e
made graphs about drugs, reoccurrence, and impotence on an
overhead projector. In his presentations, Colin reassured the
group that with time, they would probably all have healthy sex
lives. Beth wanted to raise her hand and ask: W hat’s healthy? But
no one else asked, and Colin didn’t sav.
After four months, the chemo ended, and they waited for the
results. Colin began working mornings at his old job in financial
software. In the afternoon he slept, sometimes not waking until
morning. Some nights he woke Beth, stroking, rubbing.
“When is this going to stop?” she asked once, turning to face
him.
7
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His hands retreated. “I thought you understood. Sex is dif
ferent for me now.”
“Now, meaning for how long?”
“I don’t know It’s not something I can say.”
She placed his hand on her hip. “I don’t understand,” she
said. “W hat’s wrong with this?” She began to cry, not knowing
if she was truly sad or just being manipulative.
W hen Colin patted her shoulder in a perfunctory manner
that put her in mind o f a despised ex-boyfriend, Beth shut her
self in the bathroom. She took a shower and then stood, drip
ping, on the lip o f the tub, staring at herself in the mirror. H er
skin’s pink shimmer made her feel haughty, then aroused. Back
in bed, she touched herself while Colin lay still beside her.
O n a Friday afternoon in September, they sat in the doctor’s
office and listened to him say that Colin was cured: The cancer
was gone. Beth began to cry, and her crying became great gasp
ing sobs, then laughter that edged into hysteria and hiccups. While
the doctor fetched her a glass o f water, Colin smiled tentatively,
eyes darting, as if he suspected the good news, or perhaps the
entire ordeal, was just a mean-spirited joke.
The next morning, Beth rescheduled their honeymoon. They
had decided on Italy more than a year ago, when Colin had been
considering graduate school in archaeology and wanted to see
Rome. Now Beth suspected he would just as soon stay at home.
Nevertheless, she was determined to get them out o f Chicago
for a couple o f weeks. The trip would be the dividing line be
tween his illness and their marriage. Everything had been jumbled
together, hopelessly intertwined, but in Italy they would leave
the cancer behind. Before they left, Beth walked through the
apartm ent with a garbage bag, tossing out reminders o f Colin’s
illness: extra-soft children’s toothbrushes, pots o f lip balm, TV
Guides, spreadsheets o f dosage schedules. She wanted all o f it
to be gone when they came home.
O n the ferry ride to Venice, Beth held Colin’s shoulders as he
leaned, shaking, against the railing. The doctor had warned them
that travel might aggravate Colin’s fatigue and nausea, and Beth
took the seasickness as a personal rebuke: She was pushing him
too fast into recovery. They had a reservation at a pensione
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overlooking the Rialto Bridge, but lugging Colin and their suit
cases onto another boat was unthinkable, and so she checked
them into a modest hotel near the train station. As she watched
Colin doze off, the room ’s fluorescent lighting, tile floors, and
aluminum bed made Beth feel as if they were back in an Ameri
can hospital. At least his hair was beginning to grow back; dark
pinpricks pushed at the scalp.
Colin grunted and rolled over the next morning when she
tried to rouse him for breakfast, so Beth set o ff into the city
alone. It was gray and windy in Venice, and she scuttled over
bridges and through narrow passageways in her black rain slicker.
She walked w ithout a map, brushing by other late-season tour
ists, pausing to watch gondoliers steer through the choppy dark
water, their passengers bundled in hooded jackets, hunched over
cameras. Colin did not like being lost, she recalled. She was glad
to be alone, free from his lethargy and boredom. She sat at the
edge o f a fountain with an egg-salad sandwich and watched Ital
ian women in tweed suits and silk scarves leading their children
into a school. She leafed through her Bible and read:
“Lo, children are an heritage o f the LORD: and the fruit
o f the womb is his reward.
As arrows are in the hand o f a mighty man; so are chil
dren o f the youth.
Happy is the man that hath his quiver full o f them: they
shall not be ashamed, but they shall speak with the
enemies in the gate.”
She thought o f the frightening red children who chased her
in a dream months ago. At the time she thought they were the
cancer itself, but now she saw them as the children they might
not be able to have — or might no longer want. She and Colin
would have to discuss children. O ther issues, too. Sex, for in
stance. She stood up. Now that he was well, she could assert
herself again.
H e was still asleep w hen she returned to the room at
dinnertime. The next m orning it was Beth who stayed in bed,
feeling drugged and disoriented. In the m id-afternoon she wan
dered around the little souvenir market looking for Colin, then
gave up and took a boat to an island on the other side o f the
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canal. She found a church, and sat in the cool, near-darkness
before a shrine featuring a porcelain doll dripping with goldembroidered robes, rhinestones and lace. Beth prayed to the
doll, asking it to help her have a good vacation with Colin, to
help them grow closer. She resolved to have a romantic evening
with her husband. She would order a bottle o f wine at dinner;
Colin was allowed to drink again, and his tolerance would prob
ably be low.
As she was walking back to the hotel, she saw him standing in
the sidewalk by the souvenir stands, gesturing to a policeman.
Colin looked like an alien, pale and elongated. He lost his wallet,
Beth thought, and ducked behind a jewelry stand. H er shaking
fingers trailed through strands o f glass beads. She paid for one
w ithout noticing its color and stuffed it in her pocket. W hen she
emerged, the policeman was gone. Colin stood with his arms
folded across his chest in the middle o f the sidewalk, oblivious
to the tourists winding around him.
“Hi,” Beth said, tapping his shoulder from behind.
He whirled around. “My wallet was stolen,” he said.
“O h no! Where?”
“I got pickpocketed, on a boat, I think. I went out to this
island and when I came back, I went to buy some postcards and
my wallet was gone.”
“I went to an island, too.” She wondered whom he was plan
ning to send postcards to. His nurses, maybe, or members o f
the support group.
“Fuck,” he said, hands braced behind his head, walking in
slow circles.
“T hat’s awful, Colin,” Beth said belatedly, watching her hus
band with detachment. She imagined he had been an ideal target
for a young Italian b o y - there could be no one in Venice more
sickly looking or oblivious to his surroundings than Colin. She
was annoyed with him for being robbed, and for letting it bother
him. She thought suddenly o f his surgery, how the doctor had
reached in and taken part o f Colin, how resigned he had been,
they both had been, to the necessity o f such a strange, brutal act.
T hat night they ate dinner at a seafood restaurant overlook
ing a dank canal. They dug into a huge plate o f shellfish with
their hands, sucking out die tender meat, dripping juice onto the
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tablecloth. Beth kept their wineglasses full. Colin’s eyes grew
glazed and he held her hand across the table, stroking her palm
with his thumb.
“Maybe now our honeymoon can really start,” she said.
“Maybe,” he said. Their fingers laced, tacky with oil, and
Beth played absently with Colin’s ring. He bent over the band as
if seeing it for the first time. He stared at Beth, his eyes pulsing
with tears. “I love you,” he said, his hand grazing her cheek.
“My wife.”
In their hotel room Colin’s thin body spread over her, his
hands darting feverishly, almost spastic. When Beth reached
between his legs, he clutched her wrist and guided it away. He
pushed against her, but not in her, and soon he was done, lying
inert on top o f her.
She awoke in the night and found herself alone. In the hall
way, threads o f light framed the door o f the communal bath
room. She stood there for a moment, trying to identify the soft
scraping sound coming from inside.
“Colin?” she whispered. “Is that you?”
H e opened the door and looked at her distractedly. His head
was lathered with soap and he was holding a razor. The sink was
filled with foam dotted with stubble.
“Are you okay?” she asked.
“Fine,” he said.
“Colin, why are you shaving?” She thought she sounded like
a child trying to understand some puzzling aspect o f ordinary
adult behavior.
“W hat do you mean?”
“Why are you shaving your hair just when it’s starting to grow
in again?”
“I got used to it this way,” Colin said, and gently closed tine
door.
In Rome, Colin drifted behind Beth at the Forum, showing
no interest as she read from their guidebook and pointed at arches
connecting nothing, columns supporting invisible buildings. So
when he suggested they go to the Catacombs, Beth quickly
mapped the bus route and got them there within the hour. It
was cooler in the countryside, though the scenery was almost
tropical, low palms shading the stucco tourist inform ation cen66
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ter and the other outbuildings. Colin and Beth joined a clump
o f people waiting for the final tour o f the day beside a sign that
read “EN G LISH S P E A K IN G /’ A group o f elderly Americans
gathered around a man in a priest’s collar and cardigan who was
passing out supper chits. “One at a time, now,” he said in an easy
drawl. An elderly Indian nun led them inside a building and then
down a steep stone staircase. The tour leader hung back, letting
his group pass ahead o f him, and Colin and Beth followed be
hind.
As they descended the narrow steps, the nun told them that
there were four levels o f underground catacombs, twenty kilo
meters filled with half-a-million tombs that had contained the
remains o f early Christians. In the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, robbers pried o ff the tile slabs and looted the tombs.
She led them single file down a tight passageway. The barren
tombs, hollowed out o f tan volcanic rock, lined both sides from
floor to ceiling like uneven bookshelves.
“You will notice how little the tombs are,” the nun said. She
was at the far end o f the long passageway, but her voice carried
through the tunnel. “Many children were buried here, and the
adults were smaller then.”
“Where y’all from?” the priest asked, smiling at Beth.
“Chicago,” she said. “How about y’all?” She felt Colin’s eyes
on her.
“Louisville. We’re practically neighbors. I’m Father Mike.”
He had a neatly trimmed blonde beard and a paunch that pro
truded slightly over the ledge o f his pants.
“I’m Beth, and this is my husband, Colin.”
“Pleased to meet you, Beth, Colin.”
They shook hands and then edged toward the group, which
had turned down another long tunnel filled with tombs. Dusty
light filtered into the passageway from a high shaft. The nun’s
bobbing black habit was barely visible in the distance.
“This is eerie, huh?” Father Mike said.
“Uh-huh,” Beth said. “I wonder if anyone ever gets lost in
here.”
He winked at her. “We’ve got to keep an eye on each other.”
“T hat’s right.” Beth smiled, startled.
“Are you Catholic, Beth?” he asked.
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“I am,” she said. “Colin’s ... he’s not.” She turned to look at
her husband.
Colin was sliding his hand into one o f the open tombs - a
tiny one, baby-sized. His fingertips moved over die pocked stone
as if he were reading Braille.
Father Mike looked from Colin to Beth. “The Lord can be a
great comfort, can He not, Bedi?” he said.
Bedi nodded, her eyes filling with tears.
“He will never abandon us,” die priest said, and then moved
ahead, disappearing around a corner after the group.
Now both o f Colin’s arms were inside die tomb, and his face
peered in, too, like someone sticking his head in a freezer on a
hot day.
“Colin?” Beth said.
His head came out and he looked at her. “Go ahead,” he said
flady. “Run along with your priest.”
Bedi’s m outh went dry. “ G oddam n you,” she said, lunging at
Colin, yanking his arms out o f the tomb. She pressed him against
die wall and kissed him so hard and clumsily diat their teeth
knocked togedier.
Colin’s head fell back against the ledge o f the tomb. “No,”
Beth said. She lifted his arms and pinned them against the wall.
Bracing her foot on die bottom tomb, she pressed her dngh
against his leg and leaned in to kiss him again. Colin looked away
and pursed his lips like a child refusing food.
“Come on,” Beth said, squeezing his wrists tighter, rubbing
her torso against his. The question she had wanted to ask him
mondis ago came to her: What's healthy? But Beth had known all
along w hat healthy was. It was Colin who had forgotten; he had
forgotten all about her. She pushed against him, her hands shift
ing, scraping his wrists against die stone.
“Beth, what are you doing?” Colin whispered.
Vm rapingyou, she diought, amazed, for until then she had not
known what she was doing. She wondered if she were capable
o f such a thing, and decided that she was. Colin would not stop
her —he did not care enough to stop her. It would mean noth
ing to him. Anyone could take what they liked from him and he
wouldn’t say a word.
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As she felt between his legs, Beth caught sight o f her
husband’s face. Colin looked like the statue o f a martyr, his
head reclining against the tomb, eyes rolling up at her, jaw
slack. His eyes grew wet as he gazed at her.
Beth let out a soft cry, her hand rising to cover her
mouth. She backed against the opposite wall o f tombs and
closed her eyes. Aside from her quick, shallow breaths, there
was no sound at all in die tunnel. She imagined the tour group
reaching die end o f die dim maze, trudging behind the nun up
a steep staircase, their faces tilted toward the sunlight. She
wondered, with interest but not worry, how she and Colin
would find their way out. It seemed unlikely to her that they
ever would.
Intent on her thoughts, Beth barely noticed Colin’s hand
grazing her shoulder. She wasn’t sure the touch had been real
until he reached for her again. Even dien, Beth waited, her
eyes still closed, while Colin’s hands traveled over her in steady
pulses o f pressure, tentative and slow, as if he were groping in
the dark for something small, precious, and infinitely delicate.
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Catherine Meng

B

otched

T

r a n s l a t io n

I must winter my need to translate the lime growth
fizzling die shapes o f trees.
Exposure through pried blinds.
O r how the alley transforms,
puddled night-like and gravel gagged.
Once more longing has gone to the jump o f each clasp come
undone,
as I jimmy the words from their recesses.
I’m still wondering
on how the boy swang the golf club.
Because it’s more angled and Chinese than
I’d ever imagined a stroke could be.
I’ve diagnosed these eyes broke,
so I maim the tongue to fit die sight.
We are all aslink and wanting from our windows,
kaleidoscope passed rigid in a failed attempt to share design.
I think if the wind has a voice, it doesn’t sound like wind
chimes.
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T

r ic k s o f t h e

T

rade

N ight comes in spades. Lethal
followed by liquid, followed by the overcast reeling back
moisture dropped early in the day.
And what o f Dostoevsky’s father?
A block o f charcoal new from the press
— yes, we could make our own charcoal.
Suddenly the bones o f a cuttlefish
— so we made spectacular inks too.
Then you could feel mistakes,
palpable as the pilot gone out.
D uring this time we nailed a lot o f things together.
We made firm decisions about recycling,
so we recycled nails. Somewhere it is written
that Dostoevsky’s father never saw a dandelion.
The man that wrote it knew the mailman’s uncle.
Could it be forseeable? Night
never misses an appointment. Kids like to roller skate through
it,
others walk the dog in it, confess in it, work
in it. Many sleep in it. Many do not
sleep.
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Contributors N otes

JEFFR EY CFIAPMAN got his MFA from Sarah Lawrence. F[e
has recently moved to Salt Lake City. This is his first published
story.

JO SH COREY graduated from the University o f M ontana with
an MFA in Poetry in 1999. He is currently enjoying a Stegner
Fellowship at the writing program at Stanford. His poetry has
appeared in numerous journals.

KIMBERLY JO H N SO N received her MFA from The Iowa Writ
ers’ Workshop. She has been published in The New Yorker and
The New Eng/and Review. H er credits also include the 1989-1999
E ditor’s Choice Award from Columbia.

CH RISTO PH ER JA N K E studies writing at the University o f
Massachusetts in Amherst. He has poems forthcoming in Oxford
Magazine and Conduit.

JE F F M A EH R E’S work has appeared in Story and Phoebe. He
also has work forthcoming in The Northwest Review.

CA TH ER IN E M E N G currently resides in Oakland, CA. Aside
from plotting a poetic uprising she works at the Academy o f Art
College in San Francisco & cares for an elderly cat. She is an
extremely strong swimmer.
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STEVEN PETKUS has published poems in the Iowa Journal of
Cultural Studies as well as The Journal of New Jersey Poets. He re
ceived his MFA from the University o f Michigan.

STAN PO LLA K O FF has had three stories published; one each
in Lynx Eye, Readers Break, and Alternative Fiction and Poetry.

JESSIE SHOLL got her MFA from the New School in New
York. H er work has also appeared in Other Voices.

K A T H E R IN E S H O N K received an MFA in Fiction from the
University o f Texas at Austin in 1999. H er stories have appeared
in Tin House and American Short Fiction.

MARTHA Z W E IG ’S first full collection o f poems, V inegar
Bone is available from Wesleyan University Press. H er poems
have appeared (or will soon) in Black Warrior Review, Poetry North
west, River Styx, The Beloit Poetry Journal, The Kenyon Review, as well
as in many other journals. H er Chapbook, Powers, was pub
lished by the Vermont Council o f the Arts.
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G uidelines for Artists and Writers
CutBank is interested in art, poetry, and fiction o f high quality
and serious intent. We regularly print work by both well-known
and previously unpublished artists. All manuscripts are consid
ered for the Richard H ugo Memorial Poetry Award and the A. B.
Guthrie, Jr. Short Fiction Award.
♦ We accept submissions from August 15 until April 15. D ead
line for the spring issue is November 15; deadline for the fall
issue is April 15.
♦ Include a stamped, self-addressed envelope for response or
return o f submitted material.
♦ Manuscripts must be typed or letter-quality printout, double
spaced, and paginated. Your name should appear on each page.
We encourage the use o f paper clips rather than staples.
♦ Fiction writers should submit only one story at a time, no longer
than 40 pages. Poets may submit up to 5 poems at one time.
♦ Artists and photographers may submit up to 5 works at one
time. Send slides or reproductions only; do not send original art.
♦ If a piece has been submitted simultaneously to another pub
lication, please let us know.
♦ Please address all submissions to the appropriate editor—
poetry, fiction, or art— at the following address:
CutBank
D epartm ent o f English
University o f Montana
Missoula, MT 59812

w w w .u m t.ed u \ cutbank

74

Fall 2000

An invitation to subscribe to

C utB a n k
M ontana’s prem ier literary magazine
Published twice yearly

1 year only $12.00 ____
2 years only $22.00 ____
Back issues (see next p ag e):________________
Back issues are $4.00 each (except CutBank 40,
which is $6.00)

N am e _________________________________
A ddress

______________________________

City _________________ State

Zip

Please mail order form to:

C utBank Subscriptions
D ep artm en t o f English
T he University o f M ontana
Missoula, M T 59812
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Q uarterly West
P o e try

•

F ic tio n

•
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•

R e v ie w s

Qw
Quarterly West
“ Quarterly West is am ong a select
few literary magazines consistently
publishing w ork o f interest to us.”

C harles S c rib n e r’s Sons

Ai
Agha Shahid Ali
David Baker
Jeanne M arie B eaum ont
C hristopher Buckley
Fred Chappell
Alan Cheuse
H . E. Francis
Patricia G oedicke
A lbert G oldbarth
T. R . H um m er

*

R odney Jones
Allison Joseph
Philip Levine
Larry Levis
W illiam Matthews
Beauvais M cC addon
Lynne M cM ahon
Antonya Nelson
Lucia Perillo
Jan Ram jerdi
Bin R am ke

M aurya Simon
Sherod Santos
Gary Soto
N ance Van W inckel
Gordon Weaver
Charles H arper Webb
B ruce Weigl
David W ojahn
R o b e rt W rigley
Paul Z im m er

* Pushcart P rize: 1 9 9 6 , 1 9 9 8 , 2 0 0 0 * B est A m erican Sh o rt Stories: 1 9 9 6 *
B est A m erican Poetry: 1 9 9 7 , 2 0 0 0 * N e w Stories fr o m the S o u th : 1 9 9 7 , 1 9 9 8 *

Sp on sor s o f a biennial novella
c o m p e t it io n since 1982.
S u b s c r ip t io n s :

1 year (2 issues) $12.00
2 years (4 issues) $21.00
Single issues $7.50

Quarterly West
University o f U tah
200 S C entral Cam pus Dr, R m 317
Salt Lake C ity U T 84112-9109

Quarterly West

$500 POIZE

The spring 2 0 0 I Mississippi Review will celebrate the 4 0 0 th
anniversary of Hamlet with a special issue conceived and edited by
David Beny. A $ 5 0 0 prize will go to the "best of the issue.”
There is no reading fee.
W e urge the discovery and contribution of parodies, newly
unearthed soliloquies, cartoons, letters between (or addressed to )
the characters, short stories, prose poems, plays, and other material
fitted to the Hamlet universe. The editor is also interested in critical
articles, but only as authored by poets, playwrights, or fiction writers,
please (Hamlet being all three).
Send submissions to David3Berry@aol.com or to
3 0 6 Washington Ave., Ocean Springs, M S 3 9 5 6 4 .
Postmark deadline isOctober 2 / , 2 0 0 0 .

W ashington an d Lee University

is pleased to announce

T h e Glasgow Prize
for E m erging W riters

$2,500
T he Prize includes publication o f new work in Shenandoah
and a one-w eek residency at W ashington and Lee University.

Eligibility fo r 2001 Prize: all p o ets with o n e boo k.
To apply, send first book, sam ples o f new work an d vita
betw een F eb ru ary 1 an d M arch 31, 2001
R.T. Sm ith
T h e Glasgow Prize
T ro u b a d o u r T h e a te r /2
W ashington a n d Lee University
L exington, VA 24450-0303
(540) 463-8908
Sponsored by the A rth u r a n d Margaret Glasgow Endow m ent,
established in 1960
“for the pro m o tion o f the expression o f art through pen a n d to n g u e .”

Black
Warrior
Review
U niversity o f Alabama
h ttp ://w w w .s a .u a .e d u /o sm /b w r

SUBSCRIBE NOW!
□ 1 year su b sc rip tio n $14
□ 2 year su b sc rip tio n $26

Nam e

Address

C ity /S ta te /Z ip

Send check & order form to: P.O. Box 862936 Tuscaloosa, Alabama 35486

B arry H annah
Jo h n B arth
C.D. W rig h t
N oy H olland
Yusef K om unyakaa
Janet Burrow ay
W.S. M erw in
Billy Collm s
N icole C ooley
James B aker Hall
Tom az Salamun
N ancy Eimers
and m o re ...

^

BW

Fiction
Poetry
Essays
Reviews
Interviews
Photography

Diane Ackerman
Marcia Aldrich
Maxine Chernofif
Killarney Clary
Stephen D unn
Steven Harvey
Susan Holahan
M ark Jarman
Louis Jenkins
Judith Kitchen
Brian Lennon
Phillip Lopate
Barry Lopez
Bia Lowe
Ben Marcus
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Dionisio D. M artm e
Carole Mas
Molly McQuad
Ben M ilk
Brenda M ilk
Jane M ilk
Honor Mooi
M ary Olive
Richard Selz(
David Shielc
Rosmarie W aldrc
David W ek
Joe W enderot
Paul We;
M ax Wint(
John Ya

Celebrating Our 3ffhAnniversary:
T he Lyric Essay

Please send m e _______ copies of the 30th Anniversary Issue at $5.00 each.

Please enter my subscription f o r

year(s) beginning with issue

Rates: $8/year; $ 1 5 /2 years. Seneca Review is published twice yearly,
spring and fall. Make check payable to Seneca Review and mail orders to
Deborah Tall, Editor, Seneca Review, H obart and William Smith
Colleges, Geneva, N Y 14456.
N ame___________________ _________________________________________

Address

Poetry:
Josh Corey
Christopher Janke
Kimberly Johnson
Catherine Meng
Steven Petkus
i n f i
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Jeff Maehre
Stan Poliakoff
Jessie Sholl
Katherine Shonk
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$6.95

